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ABSTRACT 
The Relational Effects of Mindfulness Training:  
A Phenomenological Study 
Bob Gillespie, M.A., LMFT, LPC  
Maureen Davey, Ph.D., LMFT 
 
 
 
Using General Systems Theory (Bertalanffy, 1968) and Phenomenology (Husserl, 
1913/1931), this qualitative phenomenological study examined the relational effects of 
mindfulness training when one partner completed an 8-week, hospital based 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction program (MBSR, Kabat-Zinn, 1990) within the last 
6 months. In a sample of 12 couples, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with: a) recent MBSR graduates, b) their intimate partners, and c) both members of the 
couple together. The recent MBSR graduates were novel meditators who had limited 
previous mindfulness experience before taking the MBSR training and included 7 female 
and 6 male MBSR graduates. Ten heterosexual couples and 2 same sex couples 
participated in the study, and the average relationship length was 14.5 years. Over 95% of 
the participants were White, and 62.5% had graduate degrees. Before the interviews, all 
couples completed the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Busby et al., 1995), which 
indicated that 6 out of 12 couples were relationally distressed. A modified version of the 
interpretative phenomenological analysis method (Smith et al., 2009) informed the data 
analysis. The following major themes emerged for the MBSR graduates: 1) awareness of 
emotional reactivity; 2) creating space and time; 3) making different choices; and 4) 
humility and moments of connection. Findings confirmed that self-awareness and 
emotional regulation are not only major outcomes of mindfulness training, but could also 
xiii 
 
be pathways to relationship growth. The intensity and reactivity of intimate partner 
relationships can offer both opportunities and challenges for MBSR participants trying to 
integrate mindfulness into their daily lives. Although intimate partners observed 
improved emotional balance in the graduates, their descriptions of the benefits of MBSR 
training were diluted compared to the graduates’ descriptions. The intimate partners 
revealed that behavioral shifts in the graduates were emerging, but were limited in 
scale—suggesting that individual outcomes of MBSR training do not automatically 
transfer to relationship outcomes. Developing more mindfulness-enhanced couple 
interventions that prioritize conjoint participation and emphasize relational outcomes may 
harness the potential relational benefits of mindfulness practice. Future research should 
focus on the potential differences between distressed and non-distressed couples and 
include more diverse samples of couples. 
  
 
 
1 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 
There’s nothing more advanced than relating with others. 
-Pema Chödrön (1997) 
 
In the past decade, a surge of interest in mindfulness by the fields of mental health 
and medicine has generated an abundance of empirical research and theoretical articles 
(see Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007, for a review). Kabat-Zinn (2003), credited with 
introducing and popularizing the term mindfulness into the Western professional and 
medical discourse (Dryden & Still, 2006), defined mindfulness as “the awareness that 
emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and 
nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment” (p. 145). 
Mindfulness is completely experiential—a particular way of relating to what is occurring 
with openness and receptivity. Traditionally, mindfulness is cultivated through 
contemplative practices such as meditation and yoga, which emphasize present-centered 
attention on immediate experience with an attitude of acceptance (Shapiro & Carlson, 
2009).  
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
Integrating Buddhist meditation with stress research, Kabat-Zinn (1982; 1990) 
created a secular 8-week program called mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) at 
the University of Massachusetts Medical Center to teach mindfulness practices to chronic 
pain patients. The counterintuitive method Kabat-Zinn (1982) employed drew from his 
Buddhist practice and systematically taught patients to turn toward the pain with 
compassionate acceptance instead of habitually avoiding the pain. By 1998, over 240 
hospitals and clinics in North America and Europe were offering MBSR programs to tens 
of thousands of participants with a multitude of stress-related issues (Salmon, Santorelli, 
2 
& Kabat-Zinn, 1998). In addition to becoming the most accessible form of mindfulness 
training, a meta-analysis of 20 outcome studies (Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt, & 
Walach, 2004) has validated MBSR as a promising group intervention for a range of 
physical and mental health problems including chronic pain, anxiety, depression, stress, 
psoriasis, cancer, and fibromyalgia. Neuroscientific studies such as Davidson et al. 
(2003) and Holzel et al. (2010) are also exploring how MBSR can shift neural processes 
and produce neuroplasticity—a change in brain structure after just 8 weeks of 
mindfulness training. 
The format of the MBSR program is a structured group experience typically 
consisting of eight weekly, 2.5-hour classes, along with a 7-hour, full-day retreat between 
weeks 6 and 7 (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Each weekly session emphasizes experiential 
mindfulness practices and also features group discussions, inquiry into participant 
experiences, and occasional didactic presentations on topics such as the physiology of 
stress and interpersonal communications. In between each class, participants also commit 
to a rigorous, home practice of mindfulness ranging from 30 to 60 minutes per day 
through the use of guided audio recordings. Formal mindfulness practices taught in 
MBSR include: (a) the body scan, (b) sitting meditation, (c) mindful Hatha yoga, and (d) 
walking meditation. The body scan is a systematic exploration of physical sensations that 
helps to develop a felt sense in the body. Sitting meditation instruction begins with 
cultivating an awareness of breathing and progressively expands to include a flexible 
attention on body sensations, sounds, thoughts, emotions, and any arising phenomena. 
Both standing and supine yoga exercises are taught to facilitate an awareness of the 
changing sensations of the body, while the walking meditation is practiced as a bridge 
3 
between formal practice and everyday life. In addition, participants are consistently 
encouraged to integrate mindfulness into their activities of daily living. 
The Expanding Scope of Mindfulness-Based Interventions 
Since its introduction, MBSR has sparked a wave of research into treating diverse 
problems as well as a vast array of mindfulness-based clinical adaptations. Mindfulness-
based interventions (MBIs; McCown, Reibel, & Micozzi, 2010) is an umbrella term 
introduced to describe the growing number of treatment models—many inspired by 
MBSR—that include mindfulness as an intervention strategy. A brief overview of the 
emerging MBIs, as well as the diverse populations served, will help to provide a full 
comprehension of the exponentially expanding scope of MBIs. Recent mindfulness-based 
adaptations include: mindfulness-based relapse prevention (MBRP; Marlatt & Gordon, 
1985) for binge drinking, mindfulness-based childbirth and parenting (MBCP; Duncan & 
Bardacke, 2010), mindfulness-based art therapy (MBAT; Monti et al., 2006) for women 
with cancer, mindfulness-based eating awareness training (MB-EAT; Kristeller & 
Hallett, 1999) for eating disorders and weight loss, and mindfulness-based cognitive 
therapy (MBCT; Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002) for major depression relapse.  
In addition to the above adaptations, MBIs are being applied to many diverse 
populations: school children (Saltzman & Goldin, 2008), children with developmental 
disabilities (Singh et al., 2007), adolescents (Bogels, Hoogstad, van Dun, De Shutter, & 
Restifo, 2008), urban Latino populations (Roth & Creaser, 1997), adults with a history of 
childhood sexual abuse (Kimbrough, Magyari, Langenberg, Chesney, & Berman, 2010), 
elder care (McBee, 2008), military veterans (Kearney & Simpson, 2010), low-income 
adults (Hick & Furlotte, 2010), homeless populations (Geoghegan, & Savarese, 2007), 
and urban women of color with substance abuse issues (Vallejo & Amaro, 2009). Despite 
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this growing diversity in mindfulness-based clinical adaptations, the overwhelming 
majority of MBI research is conducted almost exclusively with White, middle-class, 
heterosexual, and educated participants (Baer, 2003).  
Two well-researched mindfulness-informed psychotherapy models—(a) 
acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT; Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999) and (b) 
dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT: Linehan, 1993)—do not explicitly teach 
mindfulness meditation, but incorporate mindfulness skill development and an orientation 
of acceptance into their interventions. In ACT, mindfulness and acceptance represent 
major change processes that target experiential avoidance, an unwillingness to contact 
chronic, painful thoughts and emotions. Mindfulness and acceptance are taught through 
stories, metaphors, and interactive experiential exercises to increase psychological 
flexibility. Dialectical behavior therapy is the only empirically-based model for 
borderline personality disorder. Using a group, multi-component treatment, mindfulness 
is the foundational skill of the four core skill modules taught in DBT. Participants are 
taught brief, structured mindfulness exercises such as feeling the air on their upper lip or 
relating to thoughts as leaves floating by on a stream. 
There has been an exponential rise in mindfulness research in the past decade. 
According to Grossman (2010), over 120 articles on mindfulness were published in 2009 
during his search of the Medline database. A recent search of empirical, peer-reviewed 
studies in the PsychINFO database (conducted January 28, 2013) using the keywords of 
“mindfulness” and “meditation” yielded 1,724 studies. Of these over 1,700 studies, 784 
studies have been published since 2010. Also documenting the acceleration of 
mindfulness research, Shapiro and Carlson (2009) calculated that the National Institutes 
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for Health (NIH) funding for MBIs had increased from 3 studies in 1999 to 44 studies in 
2008. 
Mindfulness in Couple and Family Therapy 
In the field of couple and family therapy (CFT), interest into the relational aspects 
of mindfulness has recently begun to surface (Gambrel & Keeling, 2010; Kozlowski, 
2012). In their germinal paper about the benefits of integrating mindfulness into family 
therapy, Gehart and McCollum (2007) highlighted the potential of mindfulness practice 
to interrupt entrenched patterns of emotional reactivity by shifting to a different relational 
stance with suffering—compassionately engaging with inevitable relational 
disconnections instead of trying to eliminate them. By cultivating a proactive and 
engaged form of acceptance through mindfulness practice, the authors proposed that “the 
goal is not to change our experience; rather it is to change our relationship to our 
experience” (p. 216). Mindfulness offers a new relational stance to problems and 
interpersonal relationships by turning toward emotional discomfort with intimacy and 
curiosity rather than avoiding it. When mindfulness is defined as the intentional 
cultivation of nonjudgmental awareness in relation to our experience (body sensations, 
thoughts, emotions), it can be conceptualized as primarily a relational process.  
Viewing mindfulness as a particular way of being in relationship to the world 
holds tremendous potential for couple and family therapists (CFTs) seeking to improve 
the relationships of couples and families. For example, family therapist Gale (2009) 
outlined several mindfulness exercises that can be integrated into couple and family 
therapy sessions to “strengthen and repair relational connectedness” (p. 249) and invite 
new possibilities and ways of being for stuck family systems. Gehart (2012) recently 
published a valuable guide to incorporating mindfulness and acceptance into couple and 
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family therapy case conceptualization, treatment planning, interventions, and therapeutic 
relationships. Lord (2012) has also introduced mindfulness as a method to structuring 
dialogues in family therapy. 
Mindfulness Research and Interpersonal Relationships 
The mindfulness research literature focuses almost exclusively on the individual 
benefits of mindfulness practice as measured by quantitative instruments, with the impact 
on relationships rarely discussed. One nascent inquiry into mindfulness-based clinical 
applications and research explores the relational benefits of mindfulness. For example, 
the October 2007 issue of the Journal of Marital and Family Therapy and the April 2010 
issue of the Journal of Child and Family Studies were dedicated to this topic. Gale (2009) 
echoed how most research and clinical applications of mindfulness have been 
individually-focused, yet he expressed the unifying thread of all forms of meditation “is 
an experience and enhancement of relational connectedness” (p. 248).  
To conceptualize the efforts of researchers and clinicians, five major categories 
(Gillespie, 2010) were recently introduced to explore the associations between 
mindfulness and interpersonal relationships: (a) intimate partner relationships, (b) 
parenting, (c) therapeutic relationships between therapist/client and doctor/patient, (d) the 
development of empathy, and (e) loving-kindness meditation practice—a relational 
meditation that progressively expands aspirations for happiness from oneself to others. 
Research within each category is only in its infancy, yet a brief discussion below of these 
five categories articulates the burgeoning themes connecting mindfulness and 
relationships. 
In a randomized controlled trial (RCT), Carson, Carson, Gill, and Baucom (2004) 
adapted the MBSR program for couples and demonstrated that mindfulness practice was 
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correlated with increased relationship satisfaction. Dumas (2005) proposed a 
mindfulness-based parenting training program to reduce overly rigid and automatized 
parenting behaviors, while Coatsworth, Duncan, Greenberg, and Nix (2010) showed the 
positive effects on the parent-adolescent relationship when a mindfulness training 
component was added to a standard parenting program. McCollum and Gehart (2010) 
established the feasibility of integrating mindfulness training with first year CFT master’s 
students to develop therapeutic presence, and Grepmair and colleagues (2007) conducted 
a randomized controlled trial that found therapists participating in a meditation training 
achieved better therapeutic outcomes than non-meditating therapists. Block-Lerner, 
Adair, Plumb, Rhatigan, and Orsillo (2007) advocated for mindfulness practice as a 
method for cultivating empathy, and Shapiro, Schwartz, and Bonner (1998) found that an 
MBSR course with medical students increased empathy scores. Frederickson, Cohn, 
Coffey, Pek, and Finkel (2008) showed how a loving-kindness practice program 
produced increases in positive emotions and social support. Each of these inquiries from 
the five above categories opens possibilities for further research into the potential links 
between mindfulness and interpersonal relationships. 
Mindfulness and Relevance to Couple and Family Therapy 
Despite the above research on mindfulness and relationships, at present, the 
connection between mindfulness and improved relationships is still mostly theoretical 
and not yet empirically supported. One particularly fruitful area of inquiry may be the 
impact of mindfulness training on intimate partner relationships. Signaling the critical 
influence of intimate partner relationships, research consistently shows that happiness 
and physical health are both strongly correlated with the quality of intimate relationships 
(Amato, 2000; Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Schoenborn, 2004). In addition, a meta-
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analysis of 93 studies found that the quality of intimate partner relationships is a strong 
predictor of individual life satisfaction and psychological health across the life span 
(Proulx, Helms, & Buehler, 2007).  
Because mindfulness training has been consistently shown to improve individual 
quality of life (Nyklicek & Kuijpers, 2008), the demonstrated link between intimate 
partner relationship satisfaction and individual well-being opens a potentially viable 
avenue to explore the effects of mindfulness training on intimate partner relationships. 
This inquiry might be particularly relevant for the CFT field. For example, intimate 
partners can be highly attuned to the predictability of the behaviors of their significant 
others, and habitual interactional dynamics are hallmarks of intimate partner 
relationships. Intimate partners may be the ideal candidates to assess whether the 
mindfulness training of their partners makes any impact on interpersonal relationships.  
Considering the clinical outcome trends for couples seeking therapy, associations 
between mindfulness and intimate partner relationship satisfaction could offer enormous 
potential for the field of CFT. For example, a meta-analysis of six outcome studies 
showed that couple therapy is highly effective, yet 40 to 50% of couples failed to achieve 
clinically significant results (Shadish & Baldwin, 2003). In addition, follow-up studies of 
behavioral couple therapy have shown a high degree of relapse after a course of couple 
therapy (Jacobson, Schmaling, & Holtzworth-Munroe, 1987). Gottman (1994) remarks 
how many couples begin couple therapy too late, when their conflict has become 
intractable. Introducing mindfulness practices to intimate partners could potentially 
provide CFTs with innovative methods to increase couple relationship satisfaction and 
connection outside the bounds of traditional couple therapy. 
9 
Empirical Research on Mindfulness and Intimate Partner Relationships 
Very few studies, however, have investigated mindfulness and intimate partner 
relationships. To place the paucity of studies on this specific topic in perspective, out of 
the 1,724 mindfulness studies yielded in the PsychINFO database search, only six 
published studies have investigated mindfulness and intimate partner couples (see Table 
1 below for an overview). Five of these studies are quantitative, while another is 
qualitative. An additional seventh study (Michaels, 2007) is an unpublished, quantitative 
dissertation.  
 
 
 
Table 1.1 
 
Categorization of Seven Mindfulness and Intimate Partner Relationship Studies 
 
Type of Study Authors 
Experimental Quantitative Studies with 
Mindfulness Training Component 
Three studies: 
1. Birnie et al. (2010) 
2. Carson et al. (2004) 
3. Michaels (2007) 
Follow-up Statistical Analysis of Carson 
et al. (2004) Study 
One study: 
4. Carson et al. (2007) 
Correlational Quantitative Studies with 
No Mindfulness Training Component 
Two studies: 
5. Barnes et al. (2007) 
6. Wachs & Cordova (2007) 
Qualitative Study with Experienced Meditation 
Practitioners 
One study: 
7. Pruitt & McCollum (2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
Only three experimental studies have investigated the potential benefits of 
mindfulness training for intimate partner relationships (Birnie, Garland, & Carlson, 2010; 
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Carson et al., 2004; Michaels, 2007). The Birnie et al. (2010) MBSR study with cancer 
patients and their intimate partners only investigated individual psychological symptoms, 
while the Michaels (2007) dissertation only measured the relationship satisfaction of the 
individual intimate partner who participated in the MBSR training. Adapting MBSR for 
non-distressed couples, the Carson et al. (2004) RCT was the only study to report how 
mindfulness training improved relationship satisfaction from the perspectives of both 
members of the couple. 
Two other correlational studies (Barnes, Brown, Krusemark, Campbell, & Rogge, 
2007; Wachs & Cordova, 2007) did not include any mindfulness training component and 
instead examined associations between relationship satisfaction and individual levels of 
dispositional mindfulness as measured by a questionnaire. The other quantitative study 
(Carson, Carson, Gil, & Baucom, 2007) was a follow-up statistical analysis of the data 
from the Carson et al. (2004) study. The only qualitative study of this group—by Pruitt 
and McCollum (2010)—examined the impact of long-term meditation practice on the 
relationships of the practitioners.  
Qualitative Research and Mindfulness 
While almost 1,200 quantitative studies have been conducted researching 
mindfulness, only15 published qualitative studies have explored the internal experience 
and subjective processes of MBSR. Malpass et al. (2012) conducted a meta-ethnography 
investigating the results of 14 qualitative studies on mindfulness-based approaches 
(MBSR, MBCT, and modifications of MBSR/MBCT). Of these 14 qualitative studies, 
five studies examined the experiences of MBSR participants (Dobkin, 2008; Kerr, 
Josyula, & Littenberg, 2011; Mackenzie, Carlson, Munoz, & Speca, 2007; Morone, 
Lynch, Greco, Tindle, & Weiner, 2008; Sibinga et al., 2008). The meta-ethnography 
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revealed major shifts in the mindfulness participants’ general perceptual experiences, 
their relationships to their illnesses, and their relationships with themselves.  
None of the above MBSR/MBCT qualitative studies, however, focused on 
relational processes, although an increased sense of connection to others was consistently 
reported by study respondents. At the 2010 Annual Conference for Integrating 
Mindfulness-Based Interventions into Medicine, Health Care, and Society, two prominent 
mindfulness researchers (Grossman, 2010; Khong, 2010) critiqued the field’s reliance on 
quantitative research and quantitative mindfulness measures, emphasizing the need for 
further qualitative research to increase understanding of the subtle effects of mindfulness 
training. Qualitative research is a congruent fit with mindfulness training, since both 
qualitative methods and mindfulness practice subjectively explore personal experience in 
great depth. 
Statement of the Research Gap and Overview of the Dissertation Study 
 The existing research on mindfulness almost exclusively focuses on individual 
outcomes and rarely explores the interpersonal effects of mindfulness training. Although 
many clinicians and researchers cite the ability of mindfulness training to improve 
relationships, minimal research to confirm this anecdotal evidence has been conducted. 
With only seven studies investigating the association between mindfulness and intimate 
partner relationships, more inquiry is needed to investigate the potential pathways by 
which mindfulness may improve intimate partner relationships. The small number of 
studies that do examine mindfulness and couple relationship quality typically focus on 
the perspective of only one partner. With a few notable exceptions, mindfulness research 
also lacks diversity and features predominantly White, heterosexual, educated, middle 
class participants. In addition, quantitative studies disproportionately dominate the 
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research and only describe one aspect of mindfulness—its efficacy on individual mental 
and physical health outcomes.  
Therefore, this qualitative dissertation study used a phenomenological framework 
to investigate the relational effects of 8-week MBSR programs in order to fill this wide 
research gap and to discover the effects of mindfulness training on intimate partner 
relationships. Mindfulness-based stress reduction was the chosen form of mindfulness 
training explored in this study since it is well-researched and the most accessible for 
participation by the general public. The purpose of this qualitative research study was to 
describe the experience of intimate partner relationships after at least one member of the 
couple completed an 8-week MBSR program. The explored phenomenon was the shared 
common experience of completing an MBSR program while being in a committed 
intimate partner relationship. To include a systemic perspective in the study, the intimate 
partners of the MBSR participants were also interviewed. This study was one of the first 
to qualitatively investigate how mindfulness training affects the intimate relationships of 
novice meditators, as well as one of the first studies to explore the effects of mindfulness 
training on intimate partner relationships by gathering information from both the 
meditator and her/his intimate partner. The central research question that guided this 
phenomenological, qualitative dissertation study was: What is the lived experience of 
intimate partner relationships for both: (a) recent participants of an 8-week MBSR 
program and (b) their intimate partners?  
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
AND REVIEW OF THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 
 
In order to understand the interpersonal situation correctly, you have to know yourself in 
the beginning. Once you know the style of the dynamics of your own mind, then you can 
begin to see how that style works in dealing with others. And, in fact, on the basis of 
knowing yourself, the interpersonal knowledge comes naturally. 
– Chögyam Trungpa, Rinpoche (2005) 
 
Three topics are discussed in this chapter: (a) the theoretical frameworks that 
guided this study, (b) an overview of the theoretical basis of mindfulness as a construct, 
and (c) a review of the empirical research literature on mindfulness and intimate partner 
relationships. Establishing the theoretical foundations of this study, two guiding 
theories—phenomenology and general systems theory—are introduced in detail. Critical 
concepts from each theory are presented and sequentially connected to theoretical facets 
of this qualitative study.  
Theoretical Frameworks 
Phenomenology 
While this qualitative study applied a phenomenological methodology, 
phenomenology is also a philosophy that strongly informs its methodological applications 
in social science research. Creswell (2007) advised that researchers using 
phenomenological methodologies should identify the broader philosophical assumptions 
of phenomenology. Phenomenology scholar Kockelmans (1967) described how the 
meaning of the term “phenomenology” and its philosophy has been blurred because of its 
popular usage in a variety of contexts. He stated, “Anyone familiar with the situation 
knows that as soon as he uses the term ‘phenomenology’ he enters a sphere of ambiguity” 
(p. 24). In the opening lines to his famous preface of Phenomenology and Perception, the 
French philosopher and central phenomenological theorist Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962) 
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asked, “What is phenomenology?” (p. i) and stated that the question has still not been 
answered.  
The philosophy of phenomenology was founded in the late 19th century by the 
German mathematician and philosopher Edmund Husserl (1913/1931). During this 
period, there was a dominant scientific movement emphasizing positivism, empiricism, 
and objectivity. Husserl’s phenomenology challenged the scientific method’s monopoly 
on objective truth and argued for a return to the Greek origins of philosophy—the pursuit 
of wisdom. Instead of the generalized explanations of positivism, Husserl instead focused 
on how objects and events appeared to human consciousness, since the source of all 
objective knowledge originates from this initial processing by consciousness (Giorgi & 
Giorgi, 2003). Husserl (1913/1931) radically argued that inquiry should return “back to 
the things themselves” (as cited in Kockelmans, 1967, p. 29), for this is the starting point 
for all knowledge.  
Phenomenology is based on the German concept of verstehen, discussed by 
Husserl (1913/1931) and fully integrated into social research by Weber (1949/1968). 
Verstehen means understanding our everyday, taken-for-granted personal experiences, as 
well as our capacity to make sense of the world by generating meaning (Dahl & Boss, 
2005; Patton, 2002). Qualitative methodologist Patton (2002) stated that verstehen is the 
foundational concept of most qualitative research. Comparing scientific paradigms, 
Gehart, Tarragona, and Bava (2007) contrasted verstehen with erklären, which means 
explanation. Positive science attempts to predict behavior through explanation, while 
phenomenological inquiry seeks to understand human experience and meaning.  
15 
Intentionality. The core assumption in phenomenology is Husserl’s (1913/1931) 
concept of intentionality, a term used to describe how consciousness operates. Husserl 
posited that human consciousness is always directed at something. To be conscious is to 
be conscious of something. Therefore, intentionality describes the ways we direct 
attention toward objects in our experience (Daly, 2007). Phenomenology scholar 
Sokolowski (2000) expressed how phenomenological intending is different from the 
conventional way we use the verb “intend.” Instead of “intend” indicating having a 
purpose or a plan, phenomenological intending means “the conscious relationship we 
have with an object” (p. 8). Intentionality illustrates the transactional, active relationship 
between conscious human subjects and the objects of our consciousness. As a result of 
this process of consciousness, qualitative researcher Daly (2007) described that in 
phenomenology, “subjects and object are inseparable” (p. 95). 
Clarifying the concept of intentionality, Sokolowski (2000) critiqued the 
common, inaccurate interpretation of phenomenology as strictly the subjective 
experiences of egos in isolation. He argued that Husserl (1913/1931) developed 
phenomenology to protest the dualism of Cartesian philosophy—that consciousness is 
private, separate, and self-enclosed. According to Sokolowski (2000), phenomenology 
actually asserts that consciousness is public, because it only manifests as interactions 
with the outside world. Consciousness is constantly directed out at the world, therefore 
the mind and the world are necessarily correlated with one another. 
The concept of intentionality is quite congruent with the experience of 
mindfulness training. Intentionality is the orientation of the mind toward an object 
(Kockelmans, 1967), while mindfulness is a particular orientation of the mind toward an 
16 
object—present-centered, curious, and non-judgmental attention toward internal and 
external experience (Bishop et al., 2004). Both intentionality and mindfulness training 
emphasize the first-person perspective (Stelter, 2010), how individuals perceive and 
experience their ordinary realities. Qualitative methodologists Taylor and Bogdan (1984) 
wrote, “The phenomenologist is committed to understanding social phenomena from the 
actor’s own perspective. He or she examines how the world is experienced. The 
important reality is what people perceive it to be” (p. 1-2). Similarly, Kabat-Zinn (1990) 
also presented how mindfulness brings awareness to our habitual attitudes and thinking, 
which shape how we perceive and make sense of reality. In addition, both intentionality 
and mindfulness attend to the transactional relationship between subjects and objects—
how we relate to the unfolding of our moment-by-moment experience through 
perception, appraisal, and interpretation. Therefore, both intentionality and mindfulness 
shine a spotlight on how we relate to our experience. 
Natural attitude, lifeworlds, and essence. The natural attitude or lifeworld 
(Husserl, 1913/1931) is another important concept in phenomenology that extends from 
intentionality. Translated from the German term lebenswelt, the natural attitude is our 
everyday, ordinary consciousness—“the way people are geared into their everyday lives” 
(Daly, 2007, p. 94). This lifeworld represents our taken-for-granted, unexamined 
assumptions about reality, the way we share beliefs and pragmatically live through our 
daily lives. This natural attitude is founded upon the process of intentionality, the way in 
which our consciousness is directed out at the world as if it were a “single, objective, 
absolute, autonomous, real world” (Kockelmans, 1967, p. 28). Because of the natural 
attitude, phenomenology asserts the critical importance of studying people living as we 
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ordinarily do in our natural contexts. By accessing each individual’s lifeworld, the 
underlying structures of how we create meaning—the essence—can be discovered. 
The essence of a phenomenon is precisely what is sought in phenomenological 
research—the central underlying meaning of an experience (Husserl, 1913/1931). 
Moustakas (1994), an influential phenomenological researcher, also referred to essence as 
the invariant structure. This unchanging structure is what defines a phenomenon and 
makes it what it is. Rather than being some mysterious quality, essences are continuously 
perceived and are already out there in our lifeworld—our everyday experiencing of the 
world. As Swedish phenomenologist Dahlberg (2006) stated, “When we experience the 
world, we see essences” (p. 12). An essence only exists through the process of 
intentionality—the transaction between human consciousness and the objects of our 
perception. 
This study drew from the importance of the natural attitude by interviewing 
people within the context of their everyday lives—their intimate partner relationships. By 
asking about how MBSR affected the lives of couples, participants were offered the 
opportunity to reflect on their lifeworlds and make meaning explicit. Like 
phenomenology’s emphasis on lifeworlds and essences, mindfulness training targets our 
ordinary, sensory experience that is always there, but is typically taken for granted. In 
addition, a core process in mindfulness training is the possibility for insights to arise from 
the cultivated stability of attention. This Buddhist concept of insight—sometimes 
translated from the Pali term vipassana as “clear seeing” or “seeing things as they are” 
(Analayo, 2003)—carries many similarities to the phenomenological concept of essence. 
18 
Both insight and essence strip away preconceptions and target the pure perception of 
experience. 
 Epoche, phenomenological reduction, and bracketing. Both epoche and the 
practice of phenomenological reduction emerge from the assumptions of essence, 
intentionality, and the natural attitude and provide a contrasting method to view the world 
(Husserl, 1913/1931). Creswell (2007) defined epoche as the setting aside of experiences 
in order to see things as if for the first time. With our preconceived judgments of the 
phenomenon set aside, phenomenological reduction then shifts the view from our 
habitual natural attitude and instead targets the process of intentionality itself. Like the 
practice of reflexivity in postmodern family therapy (Hoffman, 1990), we become aware 
of our own subjectivity and make that subjectivity explicit. Instead of being immersed in 
the stream of experience, we step out of the flow of content and become observers who 
describe, reflect, and understand the process of experience. Sokolowski (2000) described 
that the word “reduction” comes from the Latin root “re-ducere,” which means “a leading 
back, a withholding or a withdrawal” (p. 49). Phenomenological reduction involves 
restricting our normal way of viewing the world by setting aside all the presuppositions in 
the natural attitude. In order to contemplate intentionality, phenomenology states that we 
must first suspend or neutralize our own intentionalities. 
 The view of epoche has evolved over the years from Husserl’s (1913/1931) initial 
conception. Husserl drew the term epoche from Greek skepticism, where it signified the 
refraining from judgments until clear evidence is accumulated (Sokolowski, 2000). 
Another term for epoche that Husserl (1913/1931) introduced is bracketing, which 
describes the process of suspending judgments. Bracketing is a process in which we set 
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aside our personal prejudices, beliefs, and assumptions in brackets or parentheses in order 
to view the phenomenon without imposing meaning. In Husserl’s model, the investigator 
could completely transcend his personal judgments to view the pure experience as it is 
without individual bias. Many phenomenologists, however, have since criticized 
Husserl’s bracketing perspective. For example, interpretive phenomenologist van Manen 
(1990) stated that personal experiences cannot be fully bracketed and separated from the 
phenomenon of interest. Presenting a thorough review of six different philosophical 
positions on the bracketing practice, Gearing (2004) identified Husserl’s perspective as 
“the ideal bracketing model” on one extreme of the bracketing spectrum.  
 In this phenomenological study, epoche and bracketing were critical practices of 
self-reflexivity. As Gehart et al. (2007) noted, however, Husserl’s pure phenomenology 
can imply that the researcher is a detached, uninvolved observer who can free herself 
from any sociocultural conditioning to view the phenomenon objectively. Instead, 
phenomenological theorists Heidegger (1927/1962) and Gadamer (1960/1994) 
emphasized that the observer is not separate from the phenomena studied and that 
observers cannot separate themselves from the social systems in which they are 
embedded. In this study, epoche and bracketing were used as reflexive strategies to 
cultivate curiosity and to engage in an explicit process of self-examination to identify 
pre-existing assumptions, biases, and prejudices. As a researcher practicing 
phenomenological inquiry, I located myself as an influential part of the research process 
and not as a detached observer. In mindfulness training, the term beginner’s mind 
(Suzuki, 1970) describes the attitudinal and attentional shift of mindfulness to view 
present experience freshly as if for the first time. Beginner’s mind acknowledges the 
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endless judgments, assumptions, and prejudices of the human mind, while providing an 
open and curious perspective that enables one to reconnect with the experiences that we 
usually take for granted or want to avoid. Like the perspective of beginner’s mind, 
epoche is a particular method of self-inquiry that helped me to illuminate and examine 
my inevitable personal biases and assumptions in order to see the phenomenon of 
mindfulness training freshly. 
Heidegger and the person-in-context. As introduced above in his interpretation 
of epoche, Heidegger (1927/1962), the protégé of Husserl at the University of Freiburg, 
emphasized the shared meaning that is created through sociocultural influences. 
Heidegger did not reject Husserl’s concept of intentionality, which explored the 
relationship between the subject (the human perceiver) and the object (the phenomenon). 
Instead, Heidegger placed intentionality in the larger social context and denied that 
intentionality was exclusively internal and mental. Heidegger’s concept of dasein, or 
there being, connotes that human nature is always located outside of ourselves in some 
type of external, meaningful context. Our unique locations in various contexts influence 
how we interpret and make meaning of our experiences. Because of Heidegger’s belief 
that we cannot remove ourselves from the influence of external meaning systems such as 
culture and language, he integrated hermeneutics into phenomenology to move beyond 
Husserl’s description and into a more interpretative analysis of experience.  
Larkin, Watts, and Clifton (2006) described Heidegger’s (1927/1962) philosophy 
as the person-in-context, in which “the individual is an inclusive part of reality—
embedded, intertwined, and immersed in the world it inhabits” (p. 105). Similar to the 
interconnection and reciprocal processes of general systems theory (Bertalanffy, 1968), 
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Heidegger (1927/1962) viewed human beings and the external world as interrelated parts 
whose existences emerged only through their mutual interaction with each other. 
Heidegger argued that human beings and the external world can only be understood as 
functions of their relationships with each other; meaning arises through the interaction of 
experience and context. To illustrate this point, Heidegger developed the concept of the 
hermeneutic circle in which one repeatedly cycles back and forth between individual 
experiences and context in order to increase understanding of the phenomenon as a 
whole. 
In this study, viewing the mindfulness participant as a person-in-context expanded 
the understanding of the effects of the shared phenomenon of mindfulness training. 
Relationality is the fundamental assumption of Heidegger’s (1927/1962) person-in-
context perspective, therefore investigating mindfulness training within the influential 
social context of the participant’s intimate relationship offered an important path for 
phenomenological inquiry. The influence of mindfulness training on the closest 
relationships in the participants’ lives shaped their personal construction of meaning of 
their MBSR experience. Heidegger’s addition of hermeneutics into phenomenology 
provided the opportunity to interpret and understand the shared meaning of mindfulness 
training within intimate partner relationships. 
Merleau-Ponty and perception. Another key phenomenology theorist, the 
French philosopher Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962), further built on Husserl’s (1913/1931) 
and Heidegger’s (1927/1962) ideas and articulated the critical importance of perception 
in shaping meaning. In Merleau-Ponty’s (1945/1962) view, experience is a continuous 
stream of moments of perception. Perception can be defined as individual acts of 
22 
consciousness. Each individual perceives experience based on her particular location, and 
this specific positioning determines her angle of view. Shifts in perspective—our 
particular angle of view—lead to shifts in our perceptions. Merleau-Ponty stated that our 
limited perspectives of perception also reveal the limits of objectivity. An individual’s 
account of a phenomenon reveals her current positioning in relation to the world and only 
communicates a glimpse of the whole phenomenon.  
According to Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962), the objective world does exist. Our 
understanding of this reality, however, cannot be understood separate from our subjective 
perception of it. If each person stands in a different relationship with objective reality and 
interprets it through her own position, a multiplicity of meanings arises. Moustakas 
(1994) stated the meaning of an experience is located within the act of consciousness that 
perceives the object, not inherently in the object itself. Therefore, he posited that 
“perception is the primary source of knowledge” (p. 52). Influenced by Merleau-Ponty 
(1945/1962), Dahlberg (2006) described that “meaning is infinite, always contextual, and 
recognized as expandable and expanding” (p. 16). Therefore, meaning is relative and 
constantly changing. Meaning is always based on our specific contextual location, and 
our location is always shifting through time.  
Merleau-Ponty’s views on perception also create another point of connection for 
the study of mindfulness training. Echoing that meaning is shaped by our particular angle 
of perception, Kabat-Zinn (1990) outlined the shift in perspective targeted by MBSR: 
“How you see things and how you handle them makes all the difference in terms of how 
much stress you will experience” (p. 238). Both mindfulness and phenomenology view 
that meaning is relative based on the moment of perception and how we are locating 
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ourselves at that given time. Because meaning shifts based on perspective, 
phenomenological researchers Dahl and Boss (2005) advocated for the inclusion of 
multiple perspectives in order to more deeply understand a phenomenon. This particular 
view of meaning provided a solid foundation to include the perspectives of the intimate 
partners of mindfulness training participants in order to enrich and expand our 
understanding of the effects of mindfulness. 
General Systems Theory  
General systems theory (GST) provides an excellent theoretical model to shift 
from a focus on individual qualities to the influential context of relational patterns. 
Austrian biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1968), one of the foremost theorists in GST, 
attempted to create a universal theory using organizational principles to explain living 
systems. Bertalanffy (1975) defined a system as “set(s) of elements standing in 
interrelation among themselves and with the environment” (p. 159). Therefore, a system 
is any entity whose function depends on the mutual interaction of its components and has 
boundaries that differentiate its exchanges with the external environment. Boundaries are 
the interface between the system and the environment, defining what is included and 
excluded in the system. 
 Intellectual roots. White and Klein (2008) tracked the intellectual roots of GST 
through two major streams. First, the organic and evolutionary 19th century philosophy of 
Herbert Spencer (1880) introduced the concept of emergence, in which individual parts 
interact and come together in an organized form that is more than the sum of the parts. 
Similar to Spencer’s view that the same basic processes operated throughout the universe, 
a second intellectual stream applied an information model of systems to both living and 
non-living processes and comprised three interrelated sets of influences: (a) cybernetics 
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(Wiener, 1948), (b) the communications school of family therapy (Bateson, Jackson, 
Haley, & Weakland, 1956), and (c) general systems theory (Bertalanffy, 1968). 
Following World War II, the historic Macy conferences led to multidisciplinary 
collaborations that sparked the articulation of systems theory. Wiener’s (1948) germinal 
work on cybernetics developed from innovations to improve accuracy with German anti-
aircraft weapons. Cybernetics is derived from the Greek word kyber meaning governor or 
rudder and is defined as the study of how systems automatically control themselves. 
Influenced by cybernetics, Bateson collaborated with the future members of the Mental 
Research Institute to apply systems theory to families (Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & 
Weakland, 1956). Although their studies on schizophrenic family processes later became 
controversial, their efforts created a new paradigm to understand symptoms through 
relational processes. Finally, Bertalanffy (1968) codified the major principles into an 
expansive theoretical perspective called general systems theory.  
Organizational framework. As an organizational framework to explore the 
tenets of GST, White and Klein’s (2008) outline of the following four major assumptions 
of GST is used: (a) interconnection, (b) wholeness, (c) mutual exchange with the 
environment, and (d) systems are heuristics only. Following the discussion of each of the 
four GST assumptions, connections are drawn between specific aspects of the GST 
framework to features of this study.  
Interconnection. The first assumption is that all parts of the system are 
interconnected. Change in one part of the system can influence all other parts of the 
system. Interconnection asserts we cannot not influence the relationships to which we 
belong. By viewing individuals within the context of their relational connections, 
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individual mental health can also be equated with relationship health (Becvar & Becvar, 
1999).  
Based on the assumption of interconnection, any system is also embedded in 
larger suprasystems and composed of smaller subsystems. For example, people are 
members of multiple systems. Couples can be conceptualized as systems within the 
suprasystems of their extended families of origin, communities, or cultures. Each 
individual within a couple can be defined as a subsystem, while noting that individuals 
are also composed of smaller subsystems of biological, mental, and emotional processes. 
Becvar and Becvar (1999) emphasized the critical importance of interconnection: “To 
some extent, each relationship within a particular system defines and is defined by the 
relationships in all the other systems of which one is a member” (p. 15). For example, an 
intimate partner relationship is more than a collection of two individuals—it is also a 
network of relationships. 
Applying the critical assumption of interconnection, the intimate partner 
relationship in this study was viewed as a system in which each partner’s behavior 
becomes the other partner’s information to perceive and react upon. Theoretically, the 
participation of one partner in mindfulness training automatically impacts the intimate 
partner and potentially the interactional patterns by which the partners engage. A systems 
perspective views any behavior as a form of communication and thereby asserts that we 
are always communicating. A shift in the behavior of the partner participating in 
mindfulness training somehow influences her/his partner’s experience of the intimate 
partner relationship. Shapiro and Schwartz (2000) have integrated systems theory and 
mindfulness training through the concept of interconnection: “One’s intention to embody 
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the mindfulness qualities within a systems context of interconnectedness should affect 
not only one’s relationship with self, but all interpersonal relationships, bringing greater 
compassion and insight to family, friends, colleagues, and even casual acquaintances and 
strangers” (p. 269).  
Wholeness. Closely linked to interconnection, the second assumption of GST is 
that understanding is only possible by viewing the whole. The common phrase used to 
define a system is that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Whitchurch and 
Constantine (1993) identified this concept as holism, in which the system produces 
emergent properties from the mutual interactions of its parts that the individual 
components alone do not possess. Becvar and Becvar (1999) described this emergent 
quality of systems through the principle of non-summativity— adding the individual parts 
of the system together will not produce the whole. Non-summativity also implies that the 
members of a system are not independent of one another, since the interactions of the 
members create the emergent properties of the system. In contrast, the principle of 
summativity involves adding each of the individual elements together and arriving at the 
properties of the system. Summativity implies that the individual parts are not connected 
to each other and that change in one element would occur in isolation from the other 
elements. Illustrating systems math, White and Klein (2008) described that 1+1=3, 
because the relationship between the two individual parts (the + sign) must also be 
accounted for.  
In this study, interviewing both partners in an intimate relationship reflected the 
principles of holism and non-summativity. From this systems perspective, individuals 
cannot be studied independently because each member affects and is affected by their 
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partner. Systems theory attempts to study people in relationship instead of isolation. 
Therefore, studying mindfulness participants within the context of their intimate partner 
relationships may broaden the understanding of the effects of mindfulness training.  
Reflecting on the connection between holism and this study, do all members of a 
system have to be involved in mindfulness training to influence the system’s functioning? 
Bateson (1971) argued that it was an epistemological error to attribute control to any 
individual component of a system. He stated that individual behavior was merely a 
function of the specific organization of the system. This assumption of equalizing the 
power of the system’s components later became controversial and was interpreted as 
reducing the accountability of more powerful members of a system, such as violent 
perpetrators. For example, feminist family therapist Goldner (1985) critiqued the 
implications of equalization and circular causality in domestic violent relationships. She 
astutely pointed out the influence of patriarchy from the larger system of culture, which 
often placed men in more powerful positions in male-female relationships. 
Instead, Whitchurch and Constantine (1993) emphasized the GST concept of 
progressive centralization, which describes how one component can be deemed a leading 
part and become increasingly important in determining the behavior of the whole. 
Therefore, individual components can have some influence over systemic outputs, but 
authoritative control does not rest solely in one component. Becvar and Becvar (1999) 
described the potential influence of the individual in a system: 
A fundamental premise of the helping professions is that an individual can be 
helped in a relationship or system with a therapist, and the subsequent change 
will affect other systems of which that individual is also a member. . . Because of 
the new ways of interacting within these systems, changes will ripple out in a 
manner not unlike a pebble tossed into a pond. That this can happen is well 
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documented and is in no way inconsistent with systems theory; in fact, it validates 
this perspective. (p. 78-79) 
 
Mutual exchange with the environment. The third assumption of GST is that a 
system and its environment mutually affect each other through the regulating functions of 
feedback loops. Through circular feedback loops, the output of a system then becomes 
the input of the system. Feedback loops are the processes by which systems receive 
information. In a couple, patterns of communication often represent the output of a 
system and these patterns are actively negotiated between the two partners. The structure 
of the system emerges from the recurring interactions between the individual members of 
the system. In family systems theory, these interactional patterns are sometimes called the 
rules of the system, which implicitly limit the range of behavior that a system can 
tolerate. White and Klein (2008) described this dynamic as the rules of transformation—
the relationship between parts of a system that transforms environmental inputs into the 
system’s output. In summary, the rules of transformation are responsible for transforming 
inputs into outputs, while feedback loops are responsible for plugging outputs back into 
the system as inputs.  
To understand the dynamics of the intimate partner relationship system, the 
process of how stability and change are negotiated must also be investigated. Negative 
feedback loops reduce deviations from the goals of the system, while positive feedback 
loops amplify deviations to the goals (White & Klein, 2008). Negative feedback loops 
seek to restore equilibrium, while positive feedback loops result in more variation. 
Positive and negative feedback loops are neither good nor bad, and systems theorists 
recommend a balance between the two dynamics so that a system is both stable and 
adaptable to change (Becvar & Becvar, 1999). Homeostasis is the system’s tendency to 
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maintain equilibrium through negative feedback loops (self-stabilization), while 
morphogenesis is a system’s ability to grow and adapt through the integration of positive 
feedback loops (self-organization). 
In this study, one member of an intimate relationship receiving mindfulness 
training was viewed as having an interaction with the external environment. As a result, a 
new input—one partner training in mindfulness—is placed into the relationship system 
and may influence the patterns of interaction between the partners. How does this new 
input affect the rules of the relationship and the output of the relationship system? This 
question relates to the constructs of first-order and second-order change (Watzlawick, 
Weakland, & Fisch, 1974). First-order change is a superficial, temporary change in which 
behaviors in the system are modified, but the rules of the system remain unchanged. In 
contrast, second-order change occurs when the structure of the system is reorganized into 
new transactional patterns. Second-order change has been connected with the concept of 
morphogenesis, in which positive feedback loops are completed and integrated into the 
structure of the system. Therefore, the system finds a new level of stability through the 
incorporation of new information. Davey, Davey, Tubbs, Savla, and Anderson (2010) 
have identified the need for family therapy research to move beyond the typical 
measurement of individual, first-order change and focus on the distinctive, lasting effects 
of second-order change. By seeking the perspective of both intimate partners, this study 
sought to understand if the purported individual benefits of mindfulness training also 
transferred to the intimate partner relationship by integrating new patterns of 
communication into the relationship system. 
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Reflecting on feedback loops leads to further questions about the impact of one 
partner’s mindfulness training on an intimate relationship system. The reaction of the 
non-participating intimate partner to the new input of mindfulness training may initiate 
different feedback loops that either support change or maintain the status quo. Does the 
shift in worldview and lifestyle required to integrate mindfulness practice at home create 
disruption in the intimate relationship system? For example, taking 30 minutes to practice 
mindfulness at home may not be acceptable to the intimate partner if immediate results 
are not observable. In this example, a negative feedback loop may influence the system to 
maintain the status quo and not integrate new information from the environment. 
Conversely, an intimate partner may notice positive changes in their practicing partner 
that strengthens the commitment to continue mindfulness training. If the intimate partner 
observes reduced emotional reactivity in their practicing partner, she/he may reinforce the 
integration of the new environmental input into the relationship system. This integration 
would be an example of a positive feedback loop that creates variation and a change in 
the structure of the relationship system (morphogenesis). The perspective of the intimate 
partner may clarify whether the mindfulness training changed the relational input of the 
MBSR graduate and, if so, how this change was received. These theoretical questions are 
addressed in Chapters 4 (findings) and 5 (discussion), where the study results are 
analyzed and discussed. 
Systems are heuristics. The fourth assumption of general systems theory is that 
systems are heuristics and do not possess an objective reality. In the early stages of 
family systems therapy, family processes were sometimes reduced to mechanistic 
metaphors in which families were viewed as resisting change in an attempt to maintain 
31 
homeostasis. General systems theory does not represent an external reality, but the 
theoretical framework can be a useful way to organize experience. This self-reflexive 
evolution to the earlier view of therapists/researchers as objective observers outside the 
system is second-order cybernetics (Keeney, 1983; Hoffman, 1990).  
Second-order cybernetics assumes that the observer is also part of the system, and 
that reality is a co-creation in which all members participate. This distinction is congruent 
with qualitative research methodology in which the researcher must recognize that data 
collection is filtered through a personal frame of reference. The very presence of the 
researcher interviewing intimate partners can influence the interactions the study attempts 
to understand. Therefore, second-order cybernetics connects with the practice of epoche 
from phenomenology (Husserl 1913/1931), in which the researcher must proactively and 
thoroughly set aside her/his own experience and biases to better understand the 
phenomenon being investigated. 
In this study, the research design implicitly assigned a boundary around the 
intimate partner relationship system and influenced how reality was portrayed. According 
to Laszlo (1975), this method is an example of hierarchization in which systems have 
multiple levels of analysis, yet one specific focus is chosen. Instead of being an objective, 
outside observer, this researcher has actively participated in the creation of the intimate 
partner relationship system by defining this study’s level of observation. Whatever level 
of analysis is chosen, the view is always partial. While the chosen level of analysis 
facilitated a rich investigation of individual mindfulness training within the context of 
intimate partner relationships, other levels of systemic analysis—such as culture, family 
of origin, and community—may have been obscured.  
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Summary of Theoretical Frameworks  
Phenomenology and general systems theory are complementary theoretical 
frameworks that were used to explore the relational effects of mindfulness training. 
Phenomenology was used to investigate the lived experience of mindfulness training as 
experienced from the perspectives of both the participant and her/his intimate partner. 
General systems theory attended to the impact of mindfulness training on the relational 
processes of the intimate partner relationships. In my integration, both theories also 
viewed my researcher role as an influential, inclusive part of the research process and 
required me to continuously investigate my assumptions and biases. 
Theoretical Foundations of Mindfulness 
After discussing the theoretical frameworks that informed this study and before 
entering into the empirical literature, mindfulness must also be situated within a 
theoretical framework in order to formally explicate its complex, evolving definition 
within the professional literature. First, a discussion of the Buddhist theoretical roots of 
mindfulness and its theoretical integration with existing clinical approaches is explored. 
Second, a definition of mindfulness is provided based on germinal sources in the 
literature. Finally, the development of the research construct trait mindfulness is critically 
evaluated. 
Mindfulness and Buddhist Psychology 
During his U.S. visit in 1902 to 1904 from Sri Lanka, the charismatic Theravadin 
Buddhist teacher Anagrika Dharmapala attended a Harvard lecture of the famous 
psychologist William James. Upon recognizing Dharmapala in the audience, James was 
reputed to have surrendered the podium to Dharmapala by saying, “Take my chair. You 
are better equipped to lecture on psychology than I” (cited in Fields, 1992, p. 134). 
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Following Dharmapala’s presentation of Buddhism, James apparently declared, “This is 
the psychology everybody will be studying twenty five years from now” (cited in Fields, 
1992, p. 135). Over seventy years later in 1974, renowned Tibetan Buddhist meditation 
master Chögyam Trungpa stated at a public talk: “Buddhism will come to the West as a 
psychology” (cited in Goleman, 2003, p. 72). While the exact timing of James’ prediction 
was imprecise, both James’ and Trunpga’s predictions appear particularly prescient as 
interest into mindfulness has exploded in the fields of mental health, medicine, and 
neuroscience. Mindfulness is the contemporary umbrella term adopted by Western 
psychology for the current exploration and integration of Buddhist psychology into 
Western science (Olendzki, 2005).  
Mindfulness is the foundational practice of transformation featured in Buddhist 
psychology, which is definitively outlined in the 2,500-year-old Abhidhamma (Pali for 
“Higher Truth;” Bhikkhu Bodhi, 2000; Trungpa, 1975). Prior to his above interaction 
with Dharmapala, William James inevitably viewed the earliest English translation of the 
Abhidhamma—entitled A Buddhist Manual of Psychological Ethics (Rhys-Davids, 
1900). The Abhidhamma is “primarily a practical way to know the mind, shape the mind, 
and free the mind” (Germer, 2005, p. 13), and mindfulness scholar and psychologist 
Germer (2005) suggested it is the theoretical basis of mindfulness. Because Buddhism is 
a non-theistic religion based on a highly disciplined, experiential approach, it differs from 
familiar Western theistic conceptualizations of religion. Family therapist and researcher 
Gale (2009) emphasized that “Buddhism represents a philosophical orientation with a 
rich and intricate psychology of mind,” while the Abhidhamma “presents a detailed 
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taxonomy of the mind” that can be applied to human problems “regardless of one’s 
religious views” (p. 248).  
As a practice of cultivating attention, mindfulness may be frequently attributed to 
the Buddha, but the practice is actually much older and transcends specific cultures and 
religions. Contemplative practices cultivating mindfulness can be found in most major 
religions. For example, Christianity features centering prayer, Islam has Sufi practices, 
Judaism has the mystical practices of Kabbalism, while eastern religions such as 
Confucianism, Hinduism, and Taoism involve meditation and yogic practices (Pruitt & 
McCollum, 2010; Unno, 2006). With its practice spanning across cultures, mindfulness 
can be viewed as the natural capacity of all human beings to be present in life.  
A treatment model such as MBSR, for example, is accessible to participants of 
any religious beliefs and applies Buddhist psychology in everyday, secular language. 
Over the last 2,500 years, mindfulness practices have been creatively adapted by many 
diverse cultures. Buddhist scholar Olendzki (2005) articulates that “the appearance of 
mindfulness theory and practice in Western psychotherapy is a modern instance of the 
cultural adaptation of Buddhist psychology” (p. 261).  
The MBSR model theoretically draws from the Buddhist philosophical teachings 
on the Four Foundations of Mindfulness (Goldstein, 2002), the experiential, pragmatist 
theories of John Dewey and William James, and stress research (M. Blacker, personal 
communication, January 27, 2005). The Four Foundations of Mindfulness are the core 
meditation teachings delivered by the Buddha, instructing how attention could be 
sequentially guided from body sensations, unpleasant/neutral/pleasant feelings, thoughts 
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and emotions, to external sensory phenomena. The MBSR weekly curriculum is 
structured on progressively working with each of the Four Foundations. 
Buddhism and Theoretical Integrations with Clinical Approaches  
Germer (2005) also outlined how the Buddhist theoretical basis of mindfulness 
finds a “metatheoretical frame of reference” (p. 25) in Western psychology within the 
theory of contextualism (Hayes, 2002). Similar to Buddhism, contextualism is a 
worldview developed by Pepper (1942) that emphasizes interconnection, social 
constructionism, multi-determined causality, and the fluid nature of the self (Germer, 
2005). In Germer’s (2005) theoretical conceptualization, constructivism and the model of 
narrative therapy also fall under the theoretical umbrella of contextualism. Mindfulness-
based interventions have been termed the third wave of behavior therapy (Hayes, 
2004)—representing a new paradigm in clinical treatment. Of interest to family 
therapists, social constructionist and postmodern therapies have also been called the third 
wave in the family therapy literature (O’Hanlon, 1994). Gehart and Pare (2008) promoted 
the integration of these two third-wave approaches by outlining the complementarity of 
mindfulness-based and Buddhist orientations with postmodern family therapy practices.   
 While some Western psychotherapists question whether the practice of 
mindfulness can be separated from its Buddhist views, mindfulness-based practitioners 
contend that mindfulness can be practiced regardless of religious or spiritual beliefs. By 
decontextualizing the practice of mindfulness from Buddhism, Pargament (2007) 
questions whether “clinicians may be removing one of its vital ingredients” and that “part 
of the power of meditation may lie in the underlying worldview it presents to 
practitioners” (p. 258). On the other hand, research-practitioners Roth and Calle-Mesa 
(2006) recently explored the effects of MBSR with bilingual inner-city populations and 
36 
assert: “Professional and laypeople alike now recognize that it is possible to extract 
teachings and practices from the Buddhist tradition without adopting Buddhism as a 
religion and that doing so may be beneficial to one’s health” (p. 271). The worldview of 
Buddhism that supports mindfulness practice is being translated into the West as a 
psychology that offers a radically different approach to human suffering. Pargament’s 
(2007) critique fails to identify the context of Buddhist psychology for mindfulness-based 
interventions because he makes the Western assumption that religion must be inherently 
belief-based and theistic. 
Defining Mindfulness  
Describing the confusion around the term mindfulness in the professional 
literature, Hayes and Wilson (2003) highlighted how mindfulness is variously defined as 
a technique, a method, a psychological process, and an outcome. They cited that these 
definitional ambiguities create unnecessary confusion in the research literature. To add 
clarity, these authors proposed defining mindfulness as both a method of nonjudgmental 
contact with present events and a universal psychological process—a particular quality of 
consciousness.  
In its most common form, mindfulness practice engages an intentional 
psychological process of: (a) a receptive, open, and sustained awareness of immediate, 
sensory experience; (b) recognizing and noting with curiosity when attention has 
wandered from the object of attention; and (c) returning attention back to present 
experience without judgment (Mipham, 2003). Traditionally, awareness of breathing is 
the most common object of attention in mindfulness training, but almost any experience 
can be used as an object of meditation. As attention stabilizes, the object of attention can 
be expanded progressively outward to include a fluid stream of sensory events including 
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body sensations, sounds, thoughts, emotions, sight, and touch. As a method, mindfulness 
includes a large set of techniques that facilitate the process of open, flexible attention to 
previously taken-for-granted or avoided sensory and mental phenomena. The specific 
practice of mindfulness meditation is viewed as one particularly valuable context for 
systematically activating the process of mindfulness and cultivating presence.  
In a key article, Bishop et al. (2004) proposed an operational definition of 
mindfulness comprising two components—(a) self-regulation of attention on immediate 
experience and (b) an orientation of curiosity, openness, and acceptance toward that 
immediate experience. The first component of the definition involves intentionally 
observing and attending to the changing stream of sensory experiences, thoughts, and 
feelings. Kabat-Zinn (1990) clarified that the second component, acceptance, is not 
passive resignation; instead, acceptance is defined as the courageous willingness to 
acknowledge internal and external events exactly as they are in the present.  
Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, and Freedman (2006) proposed that mindfulness can be 
divided into three core elements: (a) intention, (b) attention, and (c) attitude. Using 
Kabat-Zinn’s (1994) most quoted definition of mindfulness—“paying attention in a 
particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” (p. 4)—
Shapiro et al. (2006) conceived of their three definitional elements. Intention relates to 
the “on purpose” aspect of Kabat-Zinn’s definition, while attention is connected to the 
“paying attention. . . in the present moment” component. The third element, attitude, 
summarizes the “in a particular way. . . nonjudgmentally” aspects of Kabat-Zinn’s 
definition. This attitude element represents the specific qualities and attitudinal 
foundations of mindfulness practice such as nonjudgment, acceptance, curiosity, 
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compassion, loving-kindness, and openness (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Similar to the above 
Bishop et al. (2004) definition, Shapiro et al.’s (2006) definition of mindfulness could be 
restated as the intention to pay attention to whatever arises with an attitude of curiosity, 
openness, and acceptance. Both the intention and the attitude elements of Shapiro et al.’s 
definition could yield relational implications. For example, a mindfulness training 
participant could sometimes practice with the intention of improving one’s intimate 
partner relationship, while an attitude of acceptance could also be specifically cultivated 
toward one’s intimate partner. 
Trait Mindfulness  
Since the construct of trait mindfulness is highly influential in the empirical 
studies of mindfulness and intimate partner relationships, its development and utility is 
critically reviewed. Baer (2003) explains that the intrinsic difficulty of operationalizing 
mindfulness as a construct stems from its derivation from Buddhist psychology. 
Mindfulness training emphasizes first-person, subjective inquiry, while dominant 
Western epistemology and research procedures elevate third-person, objective 
investigations. To facilitate research, a series of new self-report instruments have been 
developed (see Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & Toney, 2006, for a review) to 
measure individual levels of trait mindfulness or dispositional mindfulness—one’s ability 
to pay attention to present experience.  
This conception of mindfulness as a quantifiable trait that individuals have in 
varying degrees is unique to Western science. Both the traditional Buddhist literature and 
Western science, however, view mindfulness as a quality that can be cultivated. Attempts 
to conceptualize trait mindfulness as a measurable construct are specifically related to 
quantitative research efforts seeking to demonstrate that positive outcomes are a 
39 
statistically significant result of increased mindfulness. Levels of trait mindfulness are not 
necessarily related to mindfulness practice and are often obtained in research studies 
without any mindfulness training component (e.g., see the correlational studies reviewed 
later in this chapter). Recent studies attempting to validate the connection between trait 
mindfulness and mindfulness training, however, have found increased levels of trait 
mindfulness following mindfulness training (Baer et al., 2008; Carmody & Baer, 2008). 
The research literature hypothesizes that mindfulness practice cultivates state 
mindfulness, which can develop into trait mindfulness through rigorous and sustained 
mindfulness training. 
One of the first and most researched mindfulness measures is the Mindful 
Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003), which is featured in two 
correlational studies and one experimental study reviewed later in this chapter. The 
MAAS defines mindfulness through only one dimension—the receptive attention to 
present experience—while other measures such as the Kentucky Inventory of Mindfulness 
Skills (KIMS; Baer, Smith, & Allen, 2004) include multiple dimensions, such as 
nonjudging of internal experience. The KIMS is based on four mindfulness skills of 
observing, describing, acting with awareness, and nonjudgment featured in Linehan’s 
(1993) DBT model. The developers of the MAAS (Brown et al., 2007) stated that they 
initially had an acceptance component in the MAAS, but that this factor dropped out of 
significance during the statistical analysis. 
 Another important and well-researched mindfulness measure, the Five Facet 
Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ; Baer et al., 2006), was created by performing an 
exploratory factorial analysis on the five major mindfulness instruments: the MAAS; the 
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KIMS; the Cognitive and Affective Mindfulness Scale (CAMS-R; Feldman, Hayes, 
Kumar, Greeson, & Laurenceau, 2007); the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory (FMI; 
Buchheld, Grossman, & Walach, 2001); and the Mindfulness Questionnaire (MQ; 
Chadwick, Hember, Mead, Lilley, & Dagnan, 2005). The factor analysis yielded five 
main factors of mindfulness that the authors named: (a) nonreactivity, (b) observing, (c) 
acting with awareness, (d) describing, and (e) nonjudging. In a follow-up study, Baer et 
al. (2008) yielded results that supported the construct validity of the FFMQ by comparing 
meditating and non-meditating samples and finding that the FFMQ mediated the 
relationship between meditation experience and well-being. 
These mindfulness instruments have been criticized for not accurately capturing 
the depth of mindfulness and instead fabricating constructs to serve the theoretical 
assumptions of the developers (Grossman, 2008; 2010). In his keynote presentation at the 
2010 Annual Conference for Integrating Mindfulness-Based Interventions into Medicine, 
Health Care, and Society, mindfulness researcher Grossman (2010), one of the 
developers of a major mindfulness measure introduced above (the FMI), used the 
traditional Buddhist concept of near enemies to articulate his concerns about the field’s 
reliance on the new mindfulness instruments. According to American Buddhist teacher 
Kornfield (1993), the near enemies are particular qualities of mind that “masquerade as 
genuine spiritual realization, when in fact they are only an imitation, serving to separate 
us from the true feeling rather than connecting us to it” (p. 190). A near enemy is a 
quality that superficially resembles a respected and honored quality, but is actually in 
subtle opposition to it. For example, in the Buddhist teachings, the near enemy of 
compassion is pity (Kornfield, 1993). Compassion is derived from a sense of connection 
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and care from being in the human condition together, while pity is based on a sense of 
superiority and separation from others.  
Grossman (2010) argued that the mindfulness instruments are measuring near 
enemies of mindfulness and not mindfulness itself. He criticized that mindfulness is not 
the low end of absent-mindedness— just as the low end of depression is not happiness, 
but rather lack of depression. Quoting Buddhist teacher Ayya Khema (1989) who stated 
that “the difference between a trained and untrained person is the understood 
experience,” Grossman (2010) asserted that scientists who have not thoroughly trained in 
mindfulness cannot adequately define and measure the sophisticated, subtle, and 
subjective experience of mindfulness. As a quantitative researcher, he questioned the 
utility of trying to measure mindfulness as a research construct. 
This ongoing debate in the field challenges the validity and reliability of studies 
relying on self-report mindfulness instruments. While applauding the tremendous efforts 
of the developers of mindfulness instruments, Van Dam, Earleywine, and Borders (2010) 
showed the weaknesses of the construct validity of the MAAS and stated that “limiting 
assessment solely to a Westernized version of a complex Buddhist concept may be 
shortsighted in consideration of a fundamentally different way of being and commitment 
to a path of well-being” (p. 809). In their follow-up study with meditating and non-
meditating samples, Van Dam, Earleywine, and Danoff-Burg (2009) questioned the 
construct validity of the FFMQ, citing that certain questions are interpreted differently by 
the two different groups. Meditators showed a response bias on the FFMQ questions 
compared to non-meditators, because the meditators valued mindfulness more. The 
researchers stated the issues surrounding the FFMQ: “Does the absence of the opposite of 
42 
a quality indicate its presence? The presence of qualities negatively related to 
mindfulness may help identify whether or not mindfulness could be present, but may do 
little to indicate whether it is present” (Van Dam et al., 2009, p. 520). In addition, the 
most researched mindfulness instruments (FFMQ; KIMS; MAAS) have all been 
validated with predominantly White, middle class, heterosexual university students and 
well-educated, White, heterosexual adults. Trait mindfulness measures cannot be 
generalized, and this lack of diversity further emphasizes that trait mindfulness may be a 
particular cultural construction of Western psychologists. 
Each mindfulness instrument emphasizes different facets of mindfulness with 
fairly significant variability. Correlations varied widely between the five different 
mindfulness measures in Baer et al.’s (2006) factor analysis as well as other constructs 
expected to be related or unrelated to mindfulness. For example, an emotional 
intelligence questionnaire correlated at very different levels with the MAAS and the 
KIMS, while an experiential avoidance questionnaire inversely correlated differently with 
the MAAS and the MQ (Baer et al, 2006). Grossman (2008) also noted that the various 
mindfulness instruments are only moderately correlated with each other, with correlations 
levels (r) mostly below 0.6. Grossman (2010) stated that about 25% of the variation in 
one measure is accounted for by the other measures. In Baer’s et al.’s (2006) factor 
analysis, the low correlational levels between the five mindfulness measures ranged from 
0.31 to 0.67. Therefore, the different mindfulness questionnaires seem to be measuring 
different facets of mindfulness and emphasizing certain facets over others. This 
inconsistency raises more doubts about the validity of correlational studies relying solely 
on trait mindfulness measures to investigate mindfulness. In quantitative studies, we 
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cannot currently confirm whether we are actually measuring mindfulness. Qualitative 
studies investigating the experience of mindfulness training may help complement and 
expand the solid quantitative research base by offering a methodology that is more 
congruent with the practice of mindfulness itself (Khong, 2010).  
Review of the Empirical Research: Mindfulness and Intimate Partner Relationships 
Despite the growing interest in mindfulness as a potential variable for improving 
relationships, research into the relational benefits of mindfulness has been limited. Only 
seven studies—six quantitative and one qualitative—have investigated the associations 
between mindfulness and intimate partner relationships (see Table 1.1). Each study 
empirically explored an aspect of the hypothesis that individuals with greater mindfulness 
are more satisfied in their intimate partner relationships. Three studies (Birnie et al., 
2010; Carson et al., 2004; Michaels, 2007) are experimental quantitative studies that 
research the effects of a mindfulness training component on intimate partner 
relationships. Another study is a follow-up statistical analysis (Carson et al., 2007) of the 
Carson et al. (2004) RCT. Two more studies are correlational studies (Barnes et al., 2007; 
Wachs & Cordova, 2007) relying on a trait mindfulness measure (MAAS) and do not 
integrate a mindfulness training component. The seventh study (Pruitt & McCollum, 
2010) is a qualitative inquiry into the experiences of long-term meditators and their close 
relationships.  
The Burpee and Langer (2005) correlational study on mindfulness and marital 
satisfaction is not included in this review since it focused on Langer’s (1989) cognitive 
construct of mindfulness and featured no mindfulness training component. While 
Langer’s mindfulness construct carries much merit, it is distinctly different from the 
mindfulness construct developed in mindfulness training (Baer, 2003) and therefore lies 
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outside the scope of this review. Additionally, the Jones, Welton, Oliver, and Thoburn 
(2011) and the Saavedra, Chapman, and Rogge (2010) correlational studies are not 
included in the detailed, critical review of the research. Although both of these studies 
investigated correlations between relationship satisfaction and trait mindfulness, only one 
member of each couple completed the measures. Barnes et al. (2007) and Wachs and 
Cordova (2007), the two correlational studies evaluated in this detailed critical review, 
included both members of intimate partner relationships in their statistical analyses. The 
Jones et al. (2011) and Saavedra et al. (2010) study results are still briefly summarized in 
the upcoming section on attachment theory and mindfulness.  
In the first section of this literature review, Siegel’s (2007) theoretical overview 
of the pathways between mindfulness and interpersonal relationships is outlined. Because 
of Siegel’s emphasis on attachment theory, a brief summary of the empirical research on 
mindfulness, attachment, and intimate partner relationships is also provided. Next, a 
section on acceptance-based, couples therapy models is presented to address the lack of 
mindfulness clinical research on distressed relationships. Finally, the findings of the 
seven empirical studies (introduced above and in Table 1.1) on mindfulness and non-
distressed intimate partner relationships are critically reviewed. When warranted by the 
results of a particular study, theoretical implications about the potential pathways 
between mindfulness and intimate partner relationships are explored. 
Siegel’s Interpersonal Neurobiology and Attachment Theory 
Interpersonal neurobiology model. Introducing a relational perspective of 
mindfulness, neuropsychiatrist Siegel (2007) proposed that the effects of mindfulness 
practice mirror the benefits of secure attachment between caregiver and child. Applying 
the theories of interpersonal neurobiology (Siegel, 2007) and attachment theory (Bowlby, 
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1969), Siegel (2007) argued that both mindfulness practice and secure attachment 
contribute to similar changes in the structure and functioning of the middle prefrontal 
cortex—a location of integration and regulation in the brain. Neuroscientific research 
with meditators has provided preliminary validation for Siegel’s theory. For example, 
Lazar et al.’s (2005) brain imaging study between experienced meditators and non-
meditating control participants provided initial evidence that mindfulness training 
influences cortical plasticity in neural areas associated with improved emotional and 
social functioning. 
According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), attunement is an essential aspect 
of satisfying relationships. For example, Johnson’s emotionally focused therapy model 
(1996) uses attachment theory as a map for intimate relationships. According to Stern 
(1985), the process of attunement between infant and caregiver requires that the caregiver 
accurately sense and communicate the feeling state of the infant so that the infant feels 
understood through the connection. As a result, infants only learn to self-regulate through 
relationships with caregivers. This insight is validated structurally in the brain through 
the overlap of the social and regulatory neural circuits (Siegel, 2009). Siegel (2007) 
proposed that individual mindfulness practice harnesses the power of this social and 
regulatory circuitry in the brain and creates a state of equilibrium through internal 
attunement. In other words, mindfulness training is a form of intrapersonal attunement in 
which we can become our own secure attachment figures through attunement to our 
present experience. Siegel (2009) stated that mindfulness is a way of increasing relational 
capacity and argues “mindfulness is not only a form of attention training or form of affect 
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regulation training, but a relational process where you become your own best friend” (p. 
145).  
Trait mindfulness and attachment research. Siegel’s (2007) hypothesis about 
the association between mindfulness and secure attachment is informed by existing 
research on attachment and neuroscience, but its empirical validation is limited to only 
four correlational studies (Jones et al., 2011; Saavedra et al., 2010; Shaver, Lavy, Saron, 
& Mikulincer, 2007; and Walsh, Balint, Smolira, Fredericksen, & Madsen, 2009). Shaver 
et al. (2007) found statistically significant negative correlations between trait mindfulness 
(as measured by the FFMQ) and self-reported anxious and avoidant attachment styles in 
70 adults with prior meditation experience. Walsh et al. (2009) replicated this inverse 
correlation between trait mindfulness (as measured by the MAAS) and insecure 
attachment with 127 psychology students and staff (no history of meditation experience 
was collected in the study).  
Saavedra et al. (2010) investigated how trait mindfulness and attachment style 
influenced relationship satisfaction and dissolution. In their study, trait mindfulness (as 
measured by the MAAS) had a statistically significant positive correlation with 
relationship satisfaction among 1,702 online respondents who were in a dating, engaged, 
or married relationship. No history of mindfulness practice was collected in this study. 
Over the next 12 months, a total of 865 adults from the above sample also responded to at 
least one follow-up survey about their intimate relationship. According to the researchers’ 
statistical analyses, there was partial support to suggest that trait mindfulness may 
“buffer” (p. 387) intimate relationships from the negative effects of attachment insecurity 
(anxiety and avoidance). For example, higher levels of trait mindfulness “seemed to 
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reduce the risk of relationship breakup over 1 year for individuals with high attachment 
anxiety” (p. 387).  
Similarly, Jones et al. (2011) also investigated the correlations between trait 
mindfulness (as measured by the FFMQ), marital satisfaction, and attachment style with 
104 married adults. No history of mindfulness practice was collected in this study. Like 
Saavedra et al. (2010), these researchers also found a statistically significant positive 
correlation between trait mindfulness and relationship satisfaction. The statistical 
mediation analyses by Jones et al. (2010) indicated partial support for the mediating 
effects of spousal attachment-related anxiety and avoidance between trait mindfulness 
and marital satisfaction. The researchers suggested that these findings provide 
preliminary support that mindfulness may influence attachment styles and improve 
relationship satisfaction.  
While the four above correlational studies provide promising preliminary results 
about the potential connection between mindfulness and secure attachment, none of the 
four studies included a mindfulness training intervention. The participants in the Shaver 
et al. (2007) study had prior meditation experience and were about to begin a 3-month 
meditation retreat. But neither the Shaver et al. (2007) study nor the three other 
correlational studies summarized above measured the effects of a mindfulness training 
intervention on attachment styles. Unfortunately, the influence of mindfulness training 
for developing secure attachment is still hypothetical.  
Siegel’s relational mechanisms of mindfulness. Despite the limited research on 
mindfulness and attachment, Siegel (2007) matched the existing research findings from 
attachment theory, neuroscience, and mindfulness in order to determine potential 
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correlations. As a result, Siegel (2007) hypothesized four mechanisms representing 
potential pathways through which mindfulness may improve interpersonal relationships. 
The first relational mechanism is enhanced empathy, the ability to perceive the internal 
world of others, influenced by the increased attunement to one’s internal world through 
mindfulness practice. Second, response flexibility is the capacity to pause before action—
cultivated through mindfulness practice—and consider various options before responding 
with the most effective action. Siegel’s third proposed relational mechanism is a stress 
response of approach versus a stress reaction of withdrawal, in which mindfulness aids 
practitioners in developing equanimity and proactively turning toward difficult 
experiences with curiosity and openness. Emotional balance is the fourth relational 
mechanism, whereby mindfulness practitioners can optimally balance internal states of 
affective arousal between chaos and dullness. These mechanisms provide a helpful 
conceptual framework for reviewing the empirical research on mindfulness and intimate 
partner relationships.  
Acceptance-Based Couple Therapy Models with Distressed Couples 
 In addition to Siegel’s (2007) relational mechanisms of mindfulness, 
incorporating an attitude of acceptance is also considered a potential relational pathway 
of mindfulness (Hayes, Follette, & Linehan, 2004). In Shapiro et al.’s (2006) proposed 
definition of mindfulness, the attitudinal elements of acceptance and nonjudgment were 
emphasized. This particular way of paying attention with acceptance has been integrated 
into two couple therapy models targeting distressed couples. The first model, ACT 
(discussed in Chapter 1; Hayes et al., 1999), is an individual therapy model that has 
recently been adapted for distressed couples (Peterson, Eifert, Feingold, & Davidson, 
2009) and emphasizes acceptance of oneself. The second model, integrative behavioral 
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couple therapy (IBCT; Jacobson, Christensen, Prince, Cordova, & Eldridge, 2000), is an 
adaptation of the empirically-validated traditional behavioral couple therapy (TBCT; 
Jacobson & Margolin, 1979) model and focuses on acceptance of one’s intimate partner. 
Each of these couple therapy models draws on the mindful process of moment to moment 
awareness with acceptance and applies this process to stuck relational patterns. With their 
emphasis on acceptance, neither model, however, endorses acceptance of destructive 
behavior such as physical violence or verbal abuse. But unlike the empirical research on 
mindfulness and intimate partner relationships that is reviewed in the upcoming sections, 
each of these couple therapy models is designed for distressed couples. 
 Acceptance and commitment therapy with distressed couples. Using a case-
study design, Peterson et al. (2009) investigated the feasibility of adapting ACT for two 
distressed couples. Using in-session experiential exercises, the ACT couple treatment 
targeted relational behavior change through each partner’s increased mindfulness of 
thoughts and feelings, decreased avoidance of negative internal reactions to her/his 
partner’s behavior, and increased value-directed action. Similar to Siegel’s (2007) 
relational mechanism of an approach stress response, the ACT couple therapy treatment 
encouraged each member of the couple to turn toward and accept difficult internal 
feelings and thoughts triggered by the intimate partner relationship. The rationale of the 
ACT intervention articulated that continued avoidance of these difficult thoughts and 
emotions maintains negative interactions and creates inflexibility in the couple 
relationship. For example, one partner may avoid communicating with her/his partner 
because previous communications have led to conflict. Like Siegel’s (2007) relational 
mechanism of response flexibility, the ACT treatment emphasized that increased 
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acceptance of previously avoided negative internal experiences creates an increased range 
of responses and the possibility of choosing committed actions to improve the intimate 
partner relationship. 
Each couple in the Peterson et al. (2009) study received 14 sessions of a 
manualized ACT treatment adapted for couples, and assessments were completed at four 
different points (pre-treatment, mid-treatment, post-treatment, and 6-months post-
treatment). Results indicated that the two couples reported statistically significant gains in 
global marital adjustment and satisfaction as well as clinically significant reductions in 
interpersonal and overall psychological distress throughout therapy and at 6-month 
follow-up. Limitations of the study were the small sample size, the lack of a control 
group, and the lead researcher’s dual role as the couple therapist delivering the 
intervention. In addition, both couples were White, heterosexual, married, upper-middle 
class, and highly educated with no previous history of substance abuse or trauma. While 
these limitations decrease the generalizability of the findings, this preliminary study 
suggests that individual acceptance of aversive feelings and thoughts can lead to 
improved interactions in distressed intimate partner relationships. 
Integrative behavioral couple therapy with distressed couples. Although 
TBCT has over two decades of empirical support (Jacobson et al., 2000), the developers 
noticed that only a small majority of couples made reliable improvements during therapy, 
only one third recovered by the end of treatment, and most couples did not maintain their 
treatment gains at follow-up (Jacobson et al., 1984). Integrative behavioral couple 
therapy (Jacobson & Christensen, 1998) was developed to combine the behavioral change 
strategies of TBCT with acceptance-based strategies that decreased each partner’s desire 
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to change her/his partner. Unlike the exclusive focus on behavioral change and 
communication training in TBCT, IBCT targets “emotional acceptance, the affective 
response that each partner has to the other” (Christensen, Sevier, Simpson, & Gattis, 
2004, p. 294). Differing from ACT’s emphasis on acceptance of one’s own internal 
negative reactions, IBCT encourages developing a nonjudgmental, empathic awareness 
toward one’s partner’s reactions and then reacting less negatively toward her/him. 
Therefore, IBCT targets acceptance within the context of the intimate partner relationship 
and promotes partners becoming more emotionally accepting of each other. Rather than 
trying to solve problems, IBCT attempts to manage problems by focusing on the 
emotional reactivity created by the attempted, failed solutions of the problem 
(Christensen, Sevier, et al., 2004).  
The largest couple therapy outcome study in history (Christensen, Atkins, et al., 
2004) compared the outcomes of up to 26 sessions of either TBCT or IBCT with a fairly 
divided sample of 134 chronically distressed couples. In this initial study, assessments 
were completed pre-treatment, mid-treatment, and post-treatment. Results suggested that 
both the TBCT and IBCT interventions achieved statistically and clinically significant 
gains in marital satisfaction. There were no statistically significant differences in outcome 
measures between the two treatment models. A long-term follow-up study (Christensen, 
Atkins, Yi, Baucom, & George, 2006) of the Christensen, Atkins, et al. (2004) study 
revealed that over two-thirds of the couples in each treatment group were reliably 
improved or recovered 2 years after treatment ended. Once again, there were no 
statistically significant outcome differences between the two models. Both the initial and 
follow-up studies were very well-designed—featuring multiple valid and reliable 
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measures as well as fidelity checks on the treatment delivery. The lead researchers, 
however, were also the developers of the IBCT and TBCT models. Expert supervision 
was consistently provided to the study’s couple therapists by the model developers. 
While this supervision can ensure fidelity, a majority of the positive effect size could also 
be attributed to the allegiance effects of the researchers to the models they developed. In 
addition, representative samples were not used in the study and all the couples in the 
sample were heterosexual. Although limitations to the outcome studies do exist, the 
positive IBCT outcome results indicate that cultivating acceptance toward one’s partner 
can significantly improve the outcomes of chronically distressed couples. 
Experimental Studies  
To begin the review of the empirical research on mindfulness and intimate partner 
relationships, the three experimental quantitative studies (Birnie et al., 20101; Carson et 
al., 2004; Michaels, 2007) that feature a mindfulness training intervention are examined 
along with the follow-up statistical analysis study (Carson et al., 2007). In this section, 
the Carson et al. (2004) RCT of a novel mindfulness intervention for non-distressed 
couples is explored first and then followed by a review of the relational pathways of 
mindfulness proposed by the study’s authors. Next, the Carson et al. (2007) follow-up 
statistical analysis of the above Carson et al. (2004) RCT is briefly summarized. Then the 
Michaels (2007) unpublished dissertation, which investigated the effects of MBSR on 
relationship satisfaction in non-distressed couple relationships, is critically reviewed. 
Lastly, the third experimental study, the Birnie et al. (2010) study on cancer patients and 
their spouses taking the MBSR program together, is then explored. 
Mindfulness-based relationship enhancement for non-distressed couples. 
Carson et al. (2004) designed an RCT to evaluate the efficacy of an adapted version of 
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MBSR for couples, Mindfulness-based relationship enhancement (MBRE). Inspired by a 
meta-analytic review of 115 longitudinal studies of marriage (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) 
that suggested relationship functioning is bolstered in couples with effective stress coping 
abilities, MBRE was delivered to a convenience sample of 22 non-distressed, 
cohabitating couples and evaluated against a wait-list control group of 22 couples on 
measures of relational and individual well-being. The entire sample (n=44) consisted of 
highly educated, heterosexual, White hospital employees and their partners—except for 
one African-American woman in an interracial relationship. The authors skillfully 
adapted the standard 8-week MBSR program for couples by adding: partner-focused 
loving-kindness meditations, partner yoga sequences, targeted couple exercises (such as a 
mindful touch exercise) to increase intimacy, applications of mindfulness to relationship 
difficulties, and an emphasis on practicing mindfulness in the context of the couple 
relationship. 
Following the 8-week intervention, the MBRE treatment group reported 
statistically significant improvements compared to the wait-list control group across six 
relationship measures (relationship satisfaction, autonomy, relatedness, closeness, 
acceptance of the partner, and relationship distress) and four individual measures 
(optimism, spirituality, relaxation, and psychological distress). The mean post-
intervention effect size across all relationship measures was a solid 0.50. In addition, 
daily logs were completed by participants (2 weeks pre-intervention and the last 3 weeks 
of the intervention), measuring the frequency and length of mindfulness practice as well 
as daily stress and relationship happiness. These daily logs provided critical process of 
change data suggesting that the amount of daily mindfulness practice predicted 
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improvements for the majority of outcome measures as well as relational well-being and 
the ability to cope with stress on specific days. Improvements were also maintained at a 
3-month follow-up. 
The Carson et al. (2004) study is a well-designed RCT with a randomly assigned 
wait-list control group, sophisticated statistical analyses, a treatment manual whose 
implementation was assessed for fidelity by third-party evaluators, and the use of 
multiple reliable and valid measures. The innovative process of change data correlating 
the daily logs with outcome measures greatly increased the validity of the results that 
mindfulness training improves relationship outcomes. The major methodological issues 
within this study are the delivery of the intervention by the two lead research 
investigators, the lack of diversity in the sample, the focus on statistical significance 
instead of clinical significance, and the creation of two 2-item measures without previous 
validation. Delivery of the intervention by the two lead research investigators created a 
conflict of interest and suggests that the researchers’ allegiance to the MBRE treatment 
model could have influenced outcomes. The White, educated, heterosexual, non-
distressed sample decreases the generalizability of the positive findings to both distressed 
and diverse populations. Since this study precedes the availability of trait mindfulness 
measures, the two new measures (acceptance of partner; individual relaxation) were 
created to measure aspects of mindfulness. Two-item measures with no established 
reliability and validity reduced the strength of the findings that participants experienced 
increased relaxation and acceptance of their partner as a result of the MBRE intervention. 
Relational pathways between mindfulness and couple relationships. In a 
follow-up discussion of their 2004 MBRE study, Carson, Carson, Gil, and Baucom 
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(2006) emphasized the individual increases of well-being, acceptance of partner, 
closeness to partner, relaxation, and spirituality reported in the study and then 
hypothesized four pathways through which mindfulness may improve relationships: (a) 
insight, (b) acceptance of self and other, (c) relaxation, and (d) spirituality/attitudinal 
transformations. Instead of classifying mindfulness as a technique, the authors view 
mindfulness as a global approach to invite and be open to all experience. These four 
relational pathways suggest that mindfulness can generate a wide breadth of positive 
effects as a result of this global approach to experience. 
The first relational pathway, insight, was defined as the ability to understand the 
negative personal and relational consequences of “overlearned, maladaptive responses” 
(Carson et al, 2006, p. 310). One example of these habitual “maladaptive responses” is 
being overly critical of one’s intimate partner. Insight developed through mindfulness 
training can interrupt the automaticity of this destructive habitual pattern and potentially 
lead to an increased range of responses—similar to Siegel’s (2007) relational mechanism 
of response flexibility.  
The second relational pathway, acceptance of self and other, was based on the 
premise that mindfulness practice increases acceptance and compassion for oneself, 
which could then be progressively extended outward through increased acceptance and 
compassion for others. Therefore, cultivating self-acceptance may lead to increased 
compassion and empathy for others. This acceptance pathway connects to Siegel’s (2007) 
relational mechanism of enhanced empathy—attunement to our selves leads to 
attunement in others.  
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Relaxation, the third relational pathway proposed by Carson et al. (2006), was 
posited as a side effect from mindfulness training that induces calmness and reduces 
physiological arousal. Gottman, Driver, and Tabares (2002) have suggested that 
physiologically soothing practices may benefit couples and prevent conflict escalation. 
This relaxation pathway and its reduced emotional reactivity can be associated with 
Siegel’s (2007) emotional balance mechanism.  
Finally, the fourth Carson et al. (2006) relational pathway, spirituality/attitudinal 
transformations, was described as the feeling of interconnectedness and love for others 
that mindfulness practitioners often report. The increases in spirituality reported in the 
Carson et al. (2004) MBRE study may have inspired the feelings of increased closeness 
toward partners that were also found in the study. This relational pathway may add 
validity to the perspectives of family therapy researchers Walsh (2009) and Gale (2009), 
who recommend the inclusion of mindfulness as a spiritual resource in family therapy. 
 Follow-up statistical analyses of the 2004 MBRE study. Three years later, 
Carson et al. (2007) published a follow-up statistical analysis of their 2004 study data to 
test for mediators of the improved relationship outcomes. The three potential mediators 
tested were the self-expansion, individual relaxation, and acceptance of partner measures 
completed by participants before and after the MBRE intervention. The self-expansion 
measure was based on Aron and Aron’s (1997) self-expansion model of couple 
relationships. Self-expansion is defined as the couples’ sense that they were participating 
in exciting activities together during the course of the MBRE intervention. The authors 
relate self-expansion with mutual discovery, insight, and connectedness. Individual 
relaxation and acceptance of partner were not statistically significant mediators of 
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increased relationship satisfaction and reduced relational distress. The statistical analysis, 
however, demonstrated that self-expansion fully mediated the relationship between the 
mindfulness intervention and couples’ improvements in relationship satisfaction and 
distress—accounting for nearly all of the effect size. The authors suggest that 
mindfulness meditation and yoga, the primary practices of MBRE, acted as “an exciting, 
self-expanding learning process” (Carson et al., 2007, p. 526) that enriched couples’ 
relationships. 
 The Carson et al. (2007) mediator analysis results emphasized the potential 
importance of mindfulness training as a pleasurable, shared activity for couples. The 
three tested mediators—including the self-expansion mediator—were based, however, on 
2-item measures that the researchers had developed for their 2004 study. Although 
complex statistical analyses were employed in this Carson et al. (2007) follow-up study, 
the entire analyses were built on a shaky foundation of brief measures with no established 
validity and reliability. Therefore, the results of this follow-up analysis must be viewed 
with caution and require replication with more established measures.  
Relationship satisfaction and MBSR. In her unpublished dissertation, Michaels 
(2007) organized a within-group longitudinal pilot study to investigate if individuals 
participating in an 8-week MBSR intervention also experienced increases in relationship 
satisfaction. From a larger group of individuals who had enrolled in a community-based 
MBSR program (n=81), Michaels recruited a convenience sample of 24 individuals who 
were currently in an intimate partner relationship and wished to participate in the study. 
The intimate partners of the MBSR participants were not involved in the study and did 
not take the MBSR program. Like most MBSR studies, the sample was homogenous: 
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predominantly White (87%); educated (66.7% had graduate degrees); higher 
socioeconomic status (66.7% had a household income of $100,000 or more); 
heterosexual (100%); middle-aged (mean age: 45.63 years); and female (66.7%). Before 
and after the 8-week MBSR intervention, participants were given a trait mindfulness 
measure (KIMS) and a relationship satisfaction measure. In addition, the participants 
were primarily non-distressed relationally as the mean baseline relationship satisfaction 
was above the clinical cutoff. The study hypothesized that increases in trait mindfulness 
would mediate increases in relationship satisfaction.  
Following the MBSR intervention, individual participants did report a statistically 
significant increase in relationship satisfaction and trait mindfulness. A respectable, 
medium effect size of 0.42 was found for the MBSR intervention’s effect on relationship 
satisfaction. The interaction between the trait mindfulness and relationship satisfaction 
variables, however, was different than expected. Increases in trait mindfulness did not 
mediate increases in relationship satisfaction. Instead, the association between changes in 
trait mindfulness and post-intervention relationship satisfaction depended on the baseline 
level of relationship satisfaction. Participants with the highest baseline relationship 
satisfaction scores experienced the most improvement in relationship satisfaction when 
their trait mindfulness increased. Alternately, those individuals who started the MBSR 
intervention with the lowest relationship satisfaction scores actually experienced the most 
improvement in relationship satisfaction when their trait mindfulness scores did not 
increase. Thus, only those participants with the highest baseline relationship satisfaction 
experienced increases in relationship satisfaction as a result of increases in trait 
mindfulness. Unexpectedly, there was an inverse correlation between trait mindfulness 
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and relationship satisfaction for participants with the lowest baseline relationship 
satisfaction scores. 
The results of Michaels’ (2007) study cast further doubt on the field’s reliance on 
trait mindfulness measures to adequately describe the subjective experience of 
mindfulness practitioners. Michaels also collected the frequency and quantity of 
meditation practice in a mindfulness compliance form. Changes in trait mindfulness, 
however, were not related with the amount of mindfulness practice. In addition, trait 
mindfulness was not associated with baseline relationship satisfaction as in the 
correlational studies (Barnes et al., 2007; Wachs & Cordova, 2007) surveyed in the 
upcoming section of this review. Michaels used a different mindfulness measure (the 
KIMS) compared to the two correlational studies in this review, who used the MAAS 
trait mindfulness measure. Michaels’ study expands the discussion beyond the simple 
formula that higher trait mindfulness is associated with higher relationship satisfaction 
and opens further questions about whether the level of relationship distress affects the 
relationship between mindfulness and couple satisfaction. 
Besides the Carson et al. (2004) study, the Michaels (2007) pilot study represents 
the only other study to actually implement a mindfulness training component and 
measure relationship satisfaction. Although the Michaels study fills a gap in the research 
literature, there are several methodological limitations. First, the sample was not 
distressed and lacked diversity in race, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status. 
Also, the quantitative design lacked adequate control; there were no fidelity checks for 
the MBSR intervention and no control group for comparisons. Adding another trait 
mindfulness and relationship satisfaction measure could have increased the validity of the 
60 
findings. Although the study had adequate statistical power, the author noted that the 
analyses with baseline relationship satisfaction were calculated based on smaller 
groupings of the already small sample (n=24). With such small samples contributing to 
the interactional effects between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction, the findings 
are questionable without replication with a larger sample.  
Very little is known about the participants because prior meditation experience of 
the participants, the length of their intimate partner relationships, or their reason for 
taking the MBSR program were not collected. In addition, the assessment of relationship 
satisfaction was unilateral and did not involve the perspective of the non-participating 
intimate partner. The question still remains whether the participation of one member of a 
couple in an MBSR program will have an impact on their relationship. The quantitative 
results that make associations with trait mindfulness measures do not tell a detailed story, 
and Michaels (2007) recommended qualitative methodologies as the optimal method to 
capture more information-rich data for future research in this area. 
Cancer patient couple relationships and MBSR. The Birnie et al. (2010) study 
is the first to report on the impact of MBSR participation for intimate partners of cancer 
patients. The study investigated the effects of an 8-week MBSR program on 
psychological distress for both cancer patients and their intimate partners. Since cancer is 
a life-threatening illness, the distress experienced by cancer patients often influences the 
distress level of their partners. A convenience sample of 21 couples who completed the 
MBSR intervention together was drawn from the researchers’ ongoing MBSR program of 
research at the Tom Baker Cancer Center in Alberta, Canada. Each member of the couple 
completed measures for stress symptoms, mood disturbance, and trait mindfulness (as 
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measured by the MAAS) within 2 weeks before and within 2 weeks after finishing the 
MBSR program. The sample consisted of all heterosexual relationships, and 20 of the 21 
couples were married. The mean age was approximately 62 years old, with a mean of 
14.6 years of education. The mean time since cancer diagnosis was 2.3 years, and none of 
the intimate partners of the cancer patients had ever been diagnosed with cancer 
themselves. The race of the participants was not provided, and so the assumed race of the 
sample is all White. 
The results of the Birnie et al. (2010) study showed statistically significant 
improvements for both members of the couple in trait mindfulness, overall mood 
disturbance, and the tension/anxiety, depression/dejection, and fatigue subscales of the 
mood disturbance measure. No statistically significant changes were found on the overall 
measure of physical and psychological reactions to stress, but scores on the muscle 
tension, neurological/GI, and upper respiratory symptoms subscales of the stress measure 
showed significant decreases for both groups. The MBSR intervention achieved small- to 
medium-sized effects on all three measures for patients and medium effects for intimate 
partners. An unexpected finding was the uncharacteristically low distress levels of both 
members of the group compared to the high distress levels typically reported at their 
cancer center. This lack of distress confounded some of the statistical analyses, and the 
authors hypothesized its source may have stemmed from the patients’ unusually strong 
social support—as indicated by the participation of their partner in the MBSR program. 
Most interesting, the intimate partners’ total mood disturbance was positively correlated 
with the cancer patients’ total symptoms of stress and inversely correlated with patients’ 
level of trait mindfulness. This last outcome highlights the couple’s relational process in 
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which the cancer patients’ stress and level of mindfulness affects the psychological well-
being of their intimate partners. 
By including the intimate partner of the cancer patient, the Birnie et al. (2010) 
study represents an exception to the exclusively individual focus of most MBSR outcome 
studies. No measures of relationship outcomes, however, were included in the study and 
no specific information about the intimate partner relationship was collected (e.g., length 
of relationship). In addition, the authors noted that the study sample originally consisted 
of 41 couples who consented to the study and provided baseline data. Only 16 couples, 
however, attended six of the eight MBSR classes and completed all three measures post-
intervention. Twenty-one couples completed the mood disturbance measure, 19 couples 
completed the stress measure, and 16 couples completed the MAAS. The authors did not 
explain the attrition in the sample nor the problems with data collection. The study also 
lacked a control group, sufficient statistical power, and an evaluation of treatment fidelity 
to the MBSR model. Overall, the study results suggest three conclusions: a) MBSR is 
beneficial for both members of a couple in which one partner is facing a life-threatening 
illness, b) the support offered in the context of an intimate partner relationship may have 
a huge impact on psychological well-being, and c) the stress level of one partner can 
deeply influence the well-being of the other partner. 
Correlational Studies and Trait Mindfulness  
In this next section of the empirical review, the two correlational studies using 
trait mindfulness measures are examined. Barnes et al. (2007) and Wachs and Cordova 
(2007) both investigated the correlation between levels of trait mindfulness (as measured 
by the MAAS), intimate relationship satisfaction, and emotional reactivity with non-
distressed couples. No mindfulness treatment interventions were incorporated in either 
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study, but published articles on mindfulness sometimes conflate the results of these two 
studies with a mindfulness training component (for example, see Duncan, Coatsworth, & 
Greenberg, 2009). The MAAS was the only available trait mindfulness instrument at the 
time of data collection for the Wachs and Cordova (2007) study, while the Barnes et al. 
(2007) study was conducted by some of the developers of the MAAS. First, the Barnes et 
al. (2007) study is critically reviewed, followed by an exploration of the findings of the 
Wachs and Cordova (2007) study. Finally, the theory of mindful relating associated with 
the Wachs and Cordova (2007) study is described in detail. 
Trait mindfulness and relationship satisfaction. The Barnes et al. (2007) article 
reports results on two separate quantitative studies with convenience samples of dating 
university students. The purpose of the two Barnes et al. studies was to investigate the 
role of trait mindfulness in intimate partner relationship satisfaction and in response to 
relationship stress. The first study utilized a longitudinal design with self-report data 
collections 10 weeks apart and featured 89 students (mean age: 19.3 years; 73% women), 
in which no individual participant was dating any other study participant (mean length of 
romantic relationship: 18.6 months). The first study provided racial information—88% 
Caucasian, 6% African-American, 2% Asian-American, and 6% Other1—while the 
second study did not. Socioeconomic status (SES) was omitted in both studies. No 
intervention was involved in between the two data collection points, and study 
participants completed self-report measures of trait mindfulness, relationship satisfaction, 
self-control, and accommodation (e.g., responses to relational conflict) two times, 10 
                                               
1 According to the article’s statistics, percentages did not add up to 100%, indicating that some participants 
may have marked more than one racial category. 
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weeks apart. In this first study, trait mindfulness was positively correlated with 
relationship satisfaction, self-control, and accommodation at both data collection points 
 The second study from the Barnes et al. (2007) article focused on 60 non-
distressed, heterosexual, dating university student couples—replicating and expanding 
the first study through a quasi-experimental design that facilitated brief couple conflict 
discussions in a laboratory setting. The average participant was 20.05 years old and was 
involved in the dating relationship for 13.48 months. No other demographic information 
was reported. After agreeing not to speak with each other for 6 hours prior to the 
experiment, couples completed the trait mindfulness and relationship satisfaction 
measures. Then two different couple discussions were videotaped in the laboratory for 
later analysis. First, couples were asked to sit quietly together for 10 minutes reading 
magazines and then discuss everyday events for 10 minutes. Following this first 
videotaped discussion, couples completed the pre-conflict self-report measures—the 
anxiety and anger subscales of an established mood disturbance measure (the Profile of 
Mood States; POMS)—and were then asked to think of two specific topics of conflict in 
their current relationship. The second videotaped conversation then involved the couple 
discussing two conflict topics for 5 minutes each. Lastly, the couples then completed the 
post-conflict self-report instruments measuring post-conflict anxiety and anger (the two 
POMS subscales again), state mindfulness (the level of mindfulness felt during the 
conflict discussion using an adapted form of the MAAS), and the amount of love, respect, 
and support each participant felt toward their partner following the conflict discussion. 
This second Barnes et al. (2007) study also yielded a statistically significant 
positive correlation between trait mindfulness and relationship satisfaction. Participants 
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with higher levels of trait mindfulness also reported statistically significant lower levels 
of post-conflict anxiety and anger as well positive changes in post-conflict feelings of 
love and respect toward their partners. The videotaped conversations were coded by two 
trained students for negative and positive interactions, but this coded observational data 
did not significantly correlate any forms of better communication with participant trait 
mindfulness. State mindfulness, the self-reported level of mindfulness during the conflict 
discussion, however, was associated with lower levels of observed verbal aggression, 
anger, and negativity. One interesting finding was that couples perceptions of the conflict 
were not correlated. For example, participants’ self-reported levels of state and trait 
mindfulness only affected their own emotional state and perceptions of the conflict 
discussion and did not have any statistically significant effect on their partners’ 
perceptions of the conflict.  
The findings of the two Barnes et al. (2007) studies provide preliminary support 
that those with higher levels of trait mindfulness experience higher relationship 
satisfaction and less emotional stress following a conflict discussion with their partner. 
While the quasi-experimental design of the second study was extremely thorough, the 
premise of the study is highly problematic. Both studies relied exclusively on the MAAS 
trait mindfulness measure and its state mindfulness adaptation, which have been 
criticized as measuring the opposite of absent-mindedness and not the quality of 
consciousness cultivated during mindfulness training (Grossman, 2008). The inclusion of 
the observational analysis of the videotaped conversations strengthened the validity of the 
study, but this observational analysis of positive communication patterns found no 
correlations with participant trait mindfulness. This absence of a connection between trait 
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mindfulness and observer-rated effective communication behaviors further questions the 
precarious reliance on trait mindfulness measures to explain the impact of mindfulness 
training. In addition to the lack of diversity in the sample, both studies completely focus 
on college dating relationships, which are definitely not transferable to long-term adult 
intimate partner relationships. Finally, a 10-minute laboratory conflict discussion does 
not remotely capture the emotional stress of authentic intimate partner conflict. The effort 
to engage in the study’s experimental process and complete the battery of self-report 
measures at multiple points seems more stressful than the 10-minute conflict discussion.  
 Despite these significant methodological issues, the results of the Barnes et al. 
(2007) studies are often referenced in the mindfulness research literature. For example, 
the Birnie et al. (2010) experimental study of MBSR with cancer patients and their 
intimate partners—reviewed earlier—summarized the results of the Barnes et al. (2007) 
study as: “Higher levels of mindfulness have predicted greater capacities for responding 
to relational stress, as well as positive perception of the relationship after conflict” (p. 
1008). Birnie et al. (2010) are advocating for the impact of mindfulness training on 
distressed adult intimate partner relationships, yet they generalized the results of dating 
university students—with no mindfulness training—completing a battery of 
questionnaires following a 10-minute conflict discussion in a laboratory. The Barnes et 
al. (2007) study provided a helpful foundation for future research, but should not be 
referenced as an end in itself. With respect to the field’s inquiry into the relationship 
between mindfulness practice and intimate partner relationships, it is vitally important 
that research is critically evaluated before disseminated and the limitations of studies like 
Barnes et al. (2007) are accurately understood.  
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Trait mindfulness and mindful relating. In another correlational study featuring 
trait mindfulness (as measured by the MAAS) and no mindfulness training intervention, 
Wachs and Cordova (2007) hypothesized that individuals with higher trait mindfulness 
develop more adaptive emotional responses and subsequently greater relationship 
satisfaction. To define adaptive emotional responses, the researchers introduced the term, 
emotion repertoire skill, which comprises the following three dimensions: (a) emotion 
recognition and identification, (b) empathy, and (c) anger reactivity. To empirically test 
their hypotheses, a convenience sample of 29 non-distressed married couples completed a 
group of self-report measures (either by phone or mail) on marital satisfaction, 
identification and communication of emotions, empathy, anger reactivity, emotional 
expression, and trait mindfulness.  
Preliminarily validating their hypothesis, Wachs and Cordova (2007) found that 
trait mindfulness was positively associated with marital satisfaction and the three 
dimensions of positive emotion repertoire skill. In a statistical mediation analysis, anger 
reactivity fully mediated the relationship between trait mindfulness and marital quality. 
Identification and communication of emotions also had a statistical mediating effect 
between mindfulness and marital quality according to one of the two mediation tests. The 
results for empathy as a mediator between mindfulness and marital quality were not 
significant. Overall, the study suggests that individuals with higher trait mindfulness also 
report increased relationship satisfaction, an ability to identify emotions and 
communicate them effectively, increased empathy, and reduced anger reactivity. For 
marital satisfaction, trait mindfulness has a particularly important association with 
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managing anger effectively, the increased awareness of emotions, and the ability to 
communicate feelings effectively to intimate partners. 
The strengths of the Wachs and Cordova (2007) study are its utilization of 
multiple valid and reliable measures for each construct and the well-developed 
conceptual framework about the role of emotion in relation to trait mindfulness and 
marital satisfaction. The data collection also included both members of the couple. The 
weaknesses of the study include: its lack of diversity (all participants were heterosexual 
and only 3 of the 58 participants were non-White); limited information provided about 
the sample (no socioeconomic information, selection rationale, or sampling criteria were 
provided); and its reliance on one trait mindfulness measure. In their limitations section, 
however, the authors noted that the MAAS was the only mindfulness instrument 
available at the time of data collection and that multidimensional trait mindfulness 
measures such as the KIMS or the FFMQ may be more effective in future studies.  
Theory of mindful relating. In the discussion section of their study, Wachs and 
Cordova (2007) briefly articulated a theory of mindful relating derived from the study’s 
hypotheses about the mediating effect of emotion between trait mindfulness and 
relationship satisfaction. In her unpublished dissertation reviewed earlier in this chapter, 
Michaels (2007) further outlined Wachs and Cordova’s (2005; 2007) theory of mindful 
relating in great detail.2 Since there is such limited theory on the pathways by which 
                                               
2 The Wachs and Cordova (2005) article was published in a journal called Couples Research and Therapy 
that is not publicly available even through Drexel interlibrary loan. Cordova was a committee advisor for 
Michaels’ (2007) dissertation and therefore reviewed and approved Michaels’ description of the theory of 
mindful relating that he co-developed. 
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mindfulness practice may affect relationships, explicating the theory of mindful relating 
may further illuminate the potential mechanisms. 
Referencing the Wachs and Cordova (2005) article, Michaels (2007) introduced 
five pathways illustrating the theory of mindful relating and how mindfulness training 
could target typical problems of distressed couples. These five pathways overlap 
significantly with the previously discussed relational mechanisms of mindfulness 
proposed by Siegel (2007) and Carson et al. (2006)—providing preliminary evidence of a 
developing theoretical consensus about the effects of mindfulness on relationships. The 
five pathways are: (a) facilitating identification of emotions; (b) increasing empathy; (c) 
cultivating feelings of relatedness and connection; (d) increasing tolerance of negative 
emotions and decreasing impulsivity; (e) fostering a less critical and non-defensive 
attitude toward self and others. Each pathway is introduced below and followed by a 
review of the initial empirical evidence associated with each pathway. In addition, 
potential connections of each pathway to Siegel’s (2007) and Carson et al.’s (2006) 
relational mechanisms will also be explored. 
As evidence of the first pathway, identification of emotions, Wachs and Cordova 
(2007) found statistically significant relationships between trait mindfulness, relationship 
satisfaction, and the ability to identify and communication emotions. In addition, 
alexithymia—the inability to identify emotions—has been negatively correlated with 
marital satisfaction (Cordova, Gee, & Warren, 2005). In Baer et al.’s (2004) validation of 
the KIMS, trait mindfulness was also associated with lower levels of alexithymia. This 
mindfulness pathway of identifying emotions is similar to Siegel’s (2007) 
conceptualization of mindfulness as a form of intrapersonal attunement. 
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In the second pathway, mindfulness training is purported to increase empathy. 
Wachs and Cordova (2005; as cited in Michaels, 2007) stated that mindfulness helps to 
increase empathy by decreasing stress level. As individual stress levels decrease, capacity 
and concern for others can increase. Empathy is highly correlated with the ability to 
identify one’s own emotions. Once emotional awareness is cultivated internally, this 
awareness can then be extended outward. Therefore, mindfulness training is theorized to 
improve emotional awareness and intelligence by being able to monitor one’s own 
emotions as well as the emotions of others. Baer et al.’s (2004) KIMS validation study 
also showed that trait mindfulness was related to an ability to monitor one’s own and 
others’ emotions. In Shapiro et al.’s (1998) study, medical students who completed an 8-
week MBSR program reported statistically significant increases of empathy versus their 
own baseline and a wait-list control group. Notably, the post-intervention measures in the 
Shapiro et al. study were collected during a stressful exam period for the students. 
Mindfulness could potentially improve empathy even under extreme stress and 
physiological flooding—one of the main obstacles for distressed couples in entrenched 
conflict. Block-Lerner et al. (2007) also recommended mindfulness practice as a method 
of empathy training. This mindfulness pathway duplicates both Siegel’s (2007) enhanced 
empathy mechanism and Carson et al.’s (2006) acceptance of self and other pathway. 
  In the third pathway, relatedness and connection, the previously reviewed Carson 
et al. (2004) study found that mindfulness training increased the amount of relatedness 
and closeness among couples. Also, the Barnes et al. (2007) study suggested that 
individuals with higher levels of trait mindfulness felt greater closeness and connection 
with their partners than individuals with lower levels of trait mindfulness. This pathway 
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connotes a sense of increased connection, which is similar to Carson et al.’s (2006) 
pathway of increased spirituality and attitudinal transformation introduced earlier. 
 In the fourth pathway, mindfulness training is hypothesized to increase tolerance 
of negative emotions and decrease impulsivity. Mindfulness practice encourages 
attending to and accepting each moment of experience, regardless of its charged content. 
Baer et al. (2004) found that trait mindfulness was inversely correlated to experiential 
avoidance and dissociation. In McKee, Zvolensky, Solomon, Bernstein, and Leen-
Feldner’s (2007) study, negative affect and aversion to negative emotional states were 
inversely correlated with trait mindfulness. The Wachs and Cordova (2007) study showed 
that individuals with higher trait mindfulness tended to be more aware of the potential for 
harm when feeling angry or hostile. In the Barnes et al. (2007) study, dating university 
student couples with higher levels of trait mindfulness were less anxious before and after 
a conflict discussion. This pathway of increased tolerance of negative emotions 
corresponds with Carson et al.’s (2006) pathway of relaxation and Siegel’s (2007) 
pathway of emotional balance. The aspect of decreased impulsivity also in this pathway 
is analogous to Siegel’s (2007) mechanism of response flexibility—the capacity to pause 
before action. 
In the fifth and final pathway, mindfulness is theorized to foster a less critical and 
non-defensive attitude toward self and others. A key aspect of mindful relating theory is 
that one has to learn to attend to oneself with compassion and empathy in order to relate 
effectively with others in relationships. Shapiro, Astin, Bishop, and Cordova’s (2005) 
study with health care professionals showed an increase in self-compassion following an 
8-week MBSR intervention. Trait mindfulness was also inversely correlated with 
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defensiveness according to studies by Brown and Ryan (2003), and the practice of 
mindfulness is intentionally designed to decrease evaluation and judgment. Although 
there is not a strong empirical link between mindfulness training and a non-blaming, non-
defensive approach, the tenets of mindfulness practice connect theoretically with this 
pathway. For example, Carson et al.’s (2006) relational pathway of increased acceptance 
to self and other is virtually identical to this less critical and non-defensive relational 
attitude described above. 
Qualitative Study: Experienced Meditators and Intimate Relationships  
In the only qualitative study in this empirical review of mindfulness and intimate 
partner relationship research, Pruitt and McCollum (2010) interviewed 7 experienced 
meditators recruited through word of mouth and local meditation groups. The objective 
of the study was to explore how long-term meditation practice affects close relationships. 
The criteria for inclusion in the study as an experienced meditator was a minimum of 10 
years practice, as well as the identification of meditation as an important part of their life. 
All participants were White and between the ages of 52 and 70. As in many mindfulness 
studies, the sample was predominantly female (5 females, 2 males). In addition, all the 
participants had master’s degrees or higher, calling attention to the issues of diversity 
when meditation is often adopted first into new cultures by the well-educated (McCown, 
et al., 2010). Five participants were Buddhist practitioners and two participants were 
Christian practitioners.  
Implicit in Pruitt and McCollum’s (2010) study is that experienced meditators 
integrate specific states of meditative experience into long-term traits. In Siegel’s (2007) 
theoretical description of mindfulness using interpersonal neurobiology, the promise of 
neuroplasticity suggests that neurons that fire together also wire together. The repetition 
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and consistency of long-term meditation practice could yield changes to the structure and 
function of the brain. According to Siegel, the mind—defined as the flow of energy and 
information—is actively engaged during mindfulness practice and can cause second-
order change to the brain. From the first-person reports of the long-term meditators 
interviewed in the Pruitt and McCollum (2010) study, the respondents emphatically 
believe that meditation practice has changed their entire way of being. One respondent 
poignantly stated, “It’s affected everything” (p. 152). 
Meditation traits. Because of the similarities of the Pruitt and McCollum (2010) 
study to this qualitative study on the relational effects of mindfulness training, this review 
explores the results of the Pruitt and McCollum study in detail. The specific meditation 
traits and relationship themes presented in the study’s findings are thoroughly outlined 
and linked to the proposed relational pathways (Carson et al., 2006; Siegel, 2007; Wachs 
& Cordova, 2005; 2007) between mindfulness and relationships outlined earlier in this 
review. In semi-structured interviews, participants were asked to identify and discuss the 
personal traits they believed had developed as a result of meditation practice. Meditation 
traits were defined to the participants as “the development of enduring personal qualities” 
(p. 136) through meditation practice that extended past formal practice periods into the 
everyday lives of the practitioners. From the interviews, the authors identified four 
meditation traits: 1) awareness, 2) disidentification from emotions and thoughts, 3) 
acceptance, and 4) compassion and loving kindness.  
The first trait, awareness (Trait 1), was defined as the openness to a wide range of 
present-centered sensory and emotional experience. Respondents described an increased 
awareness to physical sensations, emotional states, and thinking. This description of 
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awareness exactly corresponded with the triangle of awareness (McCown et al., 2010) 
presented in the MBSR program—body sensations, emotions, and thoughts. 
 The second meditation trait, disidentification from emotions and thoughts (Trait 
2), was described as a shift to an observational stance with emotions and thoughts rather 
than being driven by reactions to them. The respondents described how this trait led to 
being curious and exploring emotions rather than being defined by them. Another aspect 
of this trait was the participants’ sense that they could respond differently to difficult 
emotional experience. Pruitt and McCollum (2010) described that this curiosity and 
observation of experience seemed to allow participants to cultivate a different 
relationship with their experience. Instead of reacting, participants were able to do what 
Siegel (2007) called response flexibility—responding differently to difficult situations. 
This shift in relationship to one’s experience was also proposed by Gehart and McCollum 
(2007) in their recommendations for integrating mindfulness into family therapy and 
bears a similarity to Siegel’s (2007) relational mechanism of an approach response to 
stress instead of a withdrawal reaction.  
 The third meditation trait, acceptance (Trait 3), was defined as the willingness to 
meet reality as it is, without trying to change present experience. Participants described 
being more accepting of themselves and their limitations. They stated that their 
acceptance of themselves then influenced their acceptance of other people. This trait was 
also associated with descriptions of reduced blame, fear, and anger toward others. 
According to the long-term meditators, acceptance led to greater perspective about 
oneself and their loved ones. This trait is almost identical to the descriptions of Carson et 
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al.’s (2006) relational pathway of acceptance and Wachs and Cordova’s (2005) less 
critical and non-defensive attitude pathway. 
 The fourth and final meditation trait, compassion and loving kindness (Trait 4), 
was defined as “an acknowledgment of shared humanity” (p. 141) and the common 
experiences of suffering and hope. Similar to the trait of acceptance, the participants 
stated that self-compassion increased their ability to extend compassion to others. The 
recognition of pain in others led to an increased connection, even with difficult people 
who would normally trigger them. This fourth trait is directly comparable to Carson et 
al.’s (2006) spirituality/attitudinal transformation and Wachs and Cordova’s (2005) 
relatedness and connection pathways. 
 Relationship themes. From the foundation of the meditation traits, Pruitt and 
McCollum (2010) then asked how these traits have impacted their close relationships. 
Three major relationship themes emerged in the data analysis: (a) less reactivity, (b) 
greater freedom and safety for themselves and their partners, and (c) increased 
connection. First, less reactivity is often discussed in the literature (e.g., Wachs & 
Cordova, 2007) as an outcome of mindfulness training, and this theme arising from 
meditators’ experience in relationships lends additional credibility to the theoretical 
claims in the literature. In the qualitative data analysis on the relationship theme of less 
reactivity, increased awareness of triggers (Trait 1) and disidentification from habitual 
reactions (Trait 2) led to increased choice in responses. In addition, acceptance (Trait 3) 
and compassion (Trait 4) were associated with increased understanding and listening with 
less reactivity. Respondents shared that they did not feel they were perfect and still 
experienced judgments and anger regularly. One respondent described how she 
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recognized her judgments and tried not to act on them. Several others shared how they 
were able to slow down interactions, rebound from anger more quickly, and be willing to 
make relational repairs.  
 The second theme, increased freedom and safety, was most influenced by the 
meditation trait of increased acceptance of self and others (Trait 3). Participants described 
decreased defensiveness and taking more risks to be vulnerable. This self- acceptance led 
participants to feel more genuine in their relationships by allowing themselves to be who 
they were. Through accepting themselves, they reported being able to give more space to 
their partners to be themselves as well. The respondents described this development as 
increased trust in the relationship—allowing themselves to be who they were also 
allowed their partners to be who they were in the relationship. With less resistance, more 
freedom was experienced in the relationship. This willingness to be vulnerable was 
linked to meditators’ experiences of increased warmth and emotional expression in their 
close relationships. Participants felt they could reveal more of themselves, while not 
trying to control their partners. This increased vulnerability and authenticity can promote 
intimacy and trust in a relationship. The description of this theme articulated the 
theorized hope for the effect of mindfulness in relationships—increased acceptance of 
oneself leads to increased acceptance of others and a profound shift in the quality of the 
relationship. 
 In the final relationship theme, increased connection was based on two 
interrelated sub-themes—unity and separation as the first sub-theme followed by 
intimacy and independence as the second sub-theme. The tension between the two poles 
in each sub-theme illustrates the paradox of intimacy. The authors noted how the sub-
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theme of unity had a spiritual, transcendent tone of unifying seemingly contradictory 
items. The respondents described feelings of belonging and interconnectedness with the 
human race, stating how they could see themselves in others. For example, one 
respondent poignantly stated: “I’m looking people in the eyes. I’m looking through their 
eyes. I’m looking into the essence that they were born into this universe, from the very 
same place that I was coming from” (Pruitt & McCollum, 2010, p. 147).  
 Coexisting with this sub-theme of unity, a complementary theme of separation 
also surfaced in respondents’ descriptions. One participant articulated this theme of 
separation and difference through the metaphor of a leaf. She stated how her experience 
represents one side of a leaf, while her partner’s experience is on the other side of the 
leaf. She expressed that, as a couple, they can have very different experiences on opposite 
sides of the leaf, but they still share the same body: “So, I can be this close, looking right 
in [my partner’s] eyes. . . and I don’t know what he’s thinking. I don’t know what he’s 
experiencing. But I do know that I’m in that—I’m in the radiance of that” (Pruitt & 
McCollum, 2010, p. 147-148). The authors connected this theme of unity and separation 
with the meditative traits of awareness (Trait 1) and compassion (Trait 4). 
 Elaborating further on this third theme of the nature of connection, the second pair 
of coexisting polarities—intimacy and independence—emerged from this broader, more 
spiritual scope of unity and manifested in their ordinary, everyday relationships. 
Participants described a greater interest in connecting more closely with their partners. 
This interest in intimacy promoted greater openness and warmth toward others. Yet, 
because these long-term meditators described a sense of unity with others, they also 
described a decreased dependence in their relationship. One respondent described the 
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effects of her meditation practice as giving her a sense of belonging: “Because I feel with 
the belonging. . . I can stand alone, if that makes any sense” (Pruitt & McCollum, 2010, 
p. 148). The respondent’s descriptions point toward a potentially useful paradox in family 
therapy—an increased connection to one’s partner by cultivating intimacy can also lead 
to an increased sense of independence. 
 Critical review of the study. The Pruitt and McCollum (2010) study fills a major 
gap in the research literature on mindfulness and intimate partner relationships. The 
strengths of the study were the use of qualitative methodology, the innovative focus on 
meditation traits of experienced meditators, the inclusion of both Christian and Buddhist 
contemplative traditions, and the use of triangulation. Qualitative methodologies have 
rarely been used to obtain the direct experience of meditators. In addition, the study 
investigated experienced meditators, whereas most studies research the effects of 
relatively brief periods of meditation. Listening to the experiences of long-term 
meditators also allowed the researchers to explore if and how meditative states are 
integrated as personal traits outside of formal meditation practice. Neuroscientific studies 
on the effects of meditation seek to confirm this translation of meditative states to traits 
(Holzel et al., 2010; Lazar et al., 2005). Also, most studies have focused on mindfulness 
meditation drawn from Buddhist roots. This study also discussed contemplative traditions 
from multiple backgrounds and included two participants who practiced Christian 
centering prayer. Finally, the authors also triangulated the study’s results with the 
existing literature to add credibility to the findings, and both authors analyzed and coded 
the data. 
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The weaknesses of the Pruitt and McCollum (2010) study were the small sample, 
the lack of diversity within the sample, the neglect of identifying a specific qualitative 
methodology and guiding theoretical framework for the study, the failure to include the 
perspectives of the intimate partners of the meditators, and the omission of discussing the 
influence of the participants’ religious practices. Because of the nature of qualitative 
research, small samples are often used and so the results cannot be generalized. While the 
sample reflected religious diversity, the small sample did not feature a mix of race, 
socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation. The authors referenced phenomenological 
interview methods (Boss, Dahl, & Kaplan, 1996) and grounded theory data analysis 
techniques (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) without providing any unifying methodological or 
theoretical framework. Most noteworthy, the rich descriptions of relationships were 
unilateral and the perspectives of the intimate partners of the study participants were not 
included. A member checking procedure that included the intimate partners could have 
increased the credibility of the study. Unfortunately, the study also did not identify 
whether the respondents were actively involved in the religious communities associated 
with their meditation practice. Religious views and teachings can provide an important 
context for particular meditation practices by influencing and sustaining continued 
personal practice. The respondents often alluded to spiritual and religious teachings; thus, 
making this influence explicit could expand the understanding of meditation’s impact on 
close relationships. 
 Summary of Empirical Research 
The review of the above seven studies investigating the association between 
mindfulness and intimate partner relationships revealed some key findings. The only two 
experimental studies to both implement a mindfulness training component and measure 
80 
relational outcomes (Carson et al., 2004; Michaels, 2007) reported that mindfulness 
training significantly increased relationship satisfaction. The Birnie et al. (2010) MBSR 
study with cancer patients and their intimate partners also showed that patients’ level of 
trait mindfulness and stress level were closely associated with the amount of individual 
distress that intimate partners reported. The three experimental studies suggested how 
mindfulness training can create an important link between increases in individual well-
being and perceived improvements in intimate partner relationship satisfaction. The two 
correlational studies (Barnes et al., 2007; Wachs & Cordova, 2007) also established a 
connection between trait mindfulness and relationship satisfaction, while the Michaels 
(2007) study did not find a correlation between trait mindfulness and relationship 
satisfaction. Although the two correlational studies (Barnes et al., 2007; Wachs & 
Cordova, 2007) did not include a mindfulness training component and exclusively relied 
on trait mindfulness measures, their findings suggested that the effect of mindfulness 
training on intimate partner relationships may occur through decreased emotional 
reactivity. 
Finally, the Pruitt and McCollum (2010) qualitative study provided a detailed 
sketch of the possible pathways between mindfulness training and intimate partner 
relationships. Combining their findings with the theoretical reflections of Carson et al. 
(2006), Siegel (2007), and Wachs and Cordova (2005; 2007), seven distinct relational 
pathways of mindfulness were created in Table 2.1 below: (1) awareness,(2) acceptance, 
(3) empathy, (4) emotional balance, (5) approach stress response, (6) response flexibility, 
and (7) connectedness. Each proposed relational pathway features a composite 
constructed from the evolving consensus of how mindfulness training may affect 
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relationships. These seven relational pathways may provide a map for further exploration 
into the effects of mindfulness training on intimate partner relationships. 
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Table 2.1 
Relational Pathways between Mindfulness and Relationships 
Relational Pathway of 
Mindfulness Sources of Relational Pathway 
Awareness • Insight (Carson et al., 2006) 
• Awareness meditation trait (Pruitt & McCollum, 2010) 
• Intrapersonal attunement (Siegel, 2007) 
• Identification of emotions (Wachs & Cordova, 2005) 
Acceptance of Self and 
Other 
• Acceptance of self and other (Carson et al., 2006) 
• Acceptance of self and other meditation trait (Pruitt & McCollum, 
2010) 
• Greater freedom and safety relationship theme (Pruitt & McCollum, 
2010) 
• Less critical and non-defensive attitude toward self and others (Wachs 
& Cordova, 2005) 
Empathy • Acceptance of self and other (Carson et al., 2006) 
• Acceptance of self and other meditation trait (Pruitt & McCollum, 
2010) 
• Compassion and loving kindness meditation trait (Pruitt & 
McCollum, 2010) 
• Enhanced empathy (Siegel, 2007) 
• Empathy (Wachs & Cordova, 2005) 
Emotional Balance • Relaxation (Carson et al., 2006) 
• Less reactivity relationship theme (Pruitt & McCollum, 2010) 
• Emotional balance (Siegel, 2007) 
• Increased tolerance of emotions and decreased impulsivity (Wachs & 
Cordova, 2005) 
Approach Stress 
Response 
• Changing relationship to experience (Gehart & McCollum, 2007) 
• Disidentification from thoughts and emotions meditation trait (Pruitt 
& McCollum, 2010) 
• Increased tolerance of emotions and decreased impulsivity (Wachs & 
Cordova, 2005) 
Response Flexibility 
(Choice) 
• Insight (Carson et al., 2006) 
• Disidentification from thoughts and emotions meditation trait (Pruitt 
& McCollum, 2010) 
• Response flexibility (Siegel, 2007) 
• Increased tolerance of negative emotion and decreased impulsivity 
(Wachs & Cordova, 2005) 
Connectedness • Spirituality/attitudinal transformation (Carson et al., 2006) 
• Compassion and loving kindness meditation trait (Pruitt & 
McCollum, 2010) 
• Greater freedom and safety relationship theme (Pruitt & McCollum, 
2010) 
• Increased connection relationship theme (Pruitt & McCollum, 2010) 
• Relatedness and connection (Wachs & Cordova, 2005) 
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Implications for Further Research  
The above review highlights a significant number of gaps and opportunities for 
the empirical study of mindfulness and intimate partner relationships. First, the vast and 
growing research on mindfulness is almost exclusively focused on individual outcomes. 
More studies designed to investigate the relational effects of mindfulness-based 
interventions are needed to empirically establish the correlation between mindfulness and 
relationship satisfaction. Second, more studies must investigate the pathways by which 
mindfulness can improve intimate partner relationships. While quantitative studies 
examining mediator and moderator statistical relationships are valuable, these studies rely 
heavily on trait mindfulness instruments that may not accurately measure the complex 
phenomenon of mindfulness (Grossman, 2008). Qualitative and/or mixed-method studies 
could significantly enrich understanding of the impact of mindfulness training on 
intimate partner relational processes. Third, there is an absence of studies that include the 
perspectives of both members of intimate partner relationships, especially if both partners 
do not participate in the mindfulness training. Fourth, there is a need for mindfulness-
based clinical studies with populations who are diverse in race, class, and sexual 
orientation. Fifth, additional clinical studies should empirically test the efficacy of 
mindfulness-based interventions on relationally distressed populations.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 
Mindfulness is the foundation for good qualitative research.  
A good qualitative researcher is a mindful researcher. 
-Belinda Siew Luan Khong (2010) 
 
Purpose of Study 
This phenomenological qualitative study was designed to address the previously 
mentioned gaps, most notably the lack of qualitative research targeting the relational 
effects of mindfulness training and the absence of multiple perspectives describing these 
effects. The primary purpose of this dissertation study was to describe the experience of 
intimate partner relationships from the perspective of both partners when one member of 
a couple has completed an MBSR program. This study was one of the first to 
qualitatively investigate the relational effects of MBSR and to inquire about the 
experiences of the intimate partners of MBSR participants. 
Research Questions 
The central research question that guided this phenomenological qualitative 
inquiry was: What is the lived experience of intimate partner relationships for both: (a) 
recent participants of an 8-week MBSR program and (b) their intimate partners? Sub-
questions that also guided the design are: (1) What are the relational effects, processes, 
and implications of MBSR for participants?; (2) Do the proposed individual benefits of 
MBSR transfer to the perceptions and experiences of the intimate partners? If so, how?; 
and (3) What is the meaning of MBSR participation for each member of the intimate 
partner relationship? 
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Methodology 
 As previously introduced in the theoretical frameworks section, phenomenology 
(Giorgi, 1985; Moustakas, 1994; Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) was used to explore 
the subjective experiences of MBSR graduates and their intimate partners. 
Phenomenological analysis develops a composite description of a shared common 
experience—what the participants experience and how they experience it (Creswell, 
2007). Completion of an 8-week MBSR program while in a committed intimate partner 
relationship represented the phenomenon of inquiry—the shared common experience. 
Seeking multiple perspectives of the phenomenon from both the MBSR graduates and 
their intimate partners was also congruent with a phenomenological inquiry, which 
focuses on the perspective of the person in context (Larkin et al., 2006). 
Drawing from the philosophical tradition of Husserl (1913/1931), Heidegger 
(1927/1962), and Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962), phenomenology is typically divided into 
two approaches—transcendental (Moustakas, 1994) and hermeneutic (van Manen, 1990). 
The transcendental approach focuses less on the interpretations of the researcher and 
more on the descriptions of the participants. This study design, however, used the 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; Smith et al., 2009) approach that 
emphasizes hermeneutic phenomenology. The IPA approach seeks not only descriptions 
of lived experience, but also features interpretative analysis of the meanings of 
experience. Researchers Smith et al. (2009) describe that the focus of IPA “directs our 
analytic attention towards our participants’ attempts to make sense of their experiences” 
(Smith et al., 2009, p. 79). The principles of the IPA method strongly resonated with this 
study’s research questions. The IPA approach also enabled this researcher to interpret the 
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meanings and processes of the participants’ experiences within the context of the 
professional literature.  
Because of my extensive experience with mindfulness training, this qualitative 
inquiry was also characterized as heuristic research (Moustakas, 1994). Any inquiry into 
an experience that the researcher has also directly experienced her/himself is categorized 
as heuristic research. In phenomenological research, Patton (2002) recommended that the 
researcher have direct experience of the phenomenon being investigated in order to more 
deeply understand the experiences of the participants. While the heuristic and 
hermeneutical approaches were emphasized, the transcendental model, however, also 
informed the bracketing process of the researcher described below.  
Epoche: Location of the Researcher  
Epoche, or bracketing, was introduced by Husserl (1913/1931) as a method to set 
aside assumptions, biases, previous experiences, and theories about a particular 
phenomenon of interest in order to view the phenomenon freshly, as if for the first time. 
Gearing (2004) provided a spectrum of six different types of bracketing practices 
distinguished by differing theoretical frameworks. Husserl’s (1913/1931) ideal 
bracketing typology, in which all presuppositions can be bracketed, is an extreme view at 
one end of the spectrum. On the opposite side of Gearing’s (2004) spectrum, the reflexive 
or cultural bracketing typology is based on a postmodern and social constructionist 
framework and posits that presuppositions can be explicitly identified, but never 
completely set aside. For this study, I specifically applied the reflexive/cultural 
bracketing typology in order to make transparent my values, biases, assumptions, and 
cultural background. 
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Sociocultural location. I am a married, educated, heterosexual, White male born 
in the United States to an affluent socioeconomic background. My sociocultural location 
matches the racial, socioeconomic, and sexual orientation profile of the typical MBSR 
practitioner. My graduate training in the Drexel CFT program has further opened my eyes 
to the critical influence of contextual variables such as race, class, sexual orientation, 
gender, and religion. This growing awareness has sparked my interest in determining if 
and how mindfulness training can be offered to more diverse populations. I recognize a 
major bias is my belief in the potential for mindfulness training to be effectively adapted 
to any cultural background. Because most of the research has been focused solely on 
highly educated, middle-aged White people, I wanted to understand if there are cultural 
differences and obstacles that affect the integration of mindfulness practice into the world 
of family and relationships. While Buddhism and mindfulness practice have been adapted 
to diverse cultures over its 2,500 year history, the particular adaptation of MBSR may not 
be culturally relevant to some diverse regional, racial, and socioeconomic groups. 
Personal history with mindfulness: Recovery and Buddhism. My prior 
experiences with mindfulness meditation were very relevant to my inquiry into the 
relational effects of MBSR participation. Understanding how I began practicing 
mindfulness helps to explain its enormous importance in my life and illuminates why 
bracketing my assumptions was such a critical endeavor. I first began practicing 
meditation as an outgrowth of my ongoing recovery from alcoholism. When I was 23 
years old, I was a self-destructive alcoholic actively planning suicide. I had been 
hospitalized for six weeks, seriously injured twice while intoxicated, and arrested several 
times. When I did not know what else to do, an auspicious meeting with a childhood 
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friend who shared a similar history of drinking—but who surprisingly had been sober for 
one year through Alcoholics Anonymous (AA)—sparked a chain reaction of events. Our 
meeting has manifested as a 15-year journey of recovery through a daily spiritual practice 
drawn from AA and Buddhism. 
My spiritual practice serves as my operating system for how I draw strength and 
make meaning of my life. My practice of the Eleventh Step (Anonymous, 1976), which 
advocates prayer and meditation, inspired me to experiment with mindfulness meditation 
as a method to increase my understanding of myself and my connection with others. 
After several years of experimentation with various meditation practices, I was 
increasingly drawn to a Buddhist perspective (Ray, 2000), which views pain and 
discomfort as inevitable aspects of our experience that can be transformed into 
compassion and joy. According to Buddhist philosophy (Chödrön, 1997), problems are 
opportunities; they show us where we are stuck and serve as invaluable catalysts for 
growth. From my own struggle with alcoholism and depression, I believe that pain is not 
something to be eliminated or exiled. I now honor my struggle with alcoholism as a 
powerful teacher that connects me with others.  
My personal practice of mindfulness embodies a Buddhist view on how to turn 
toward problems rather than trying to control the unpredictability of life. As we go about 
our everyday lives, we typically do not realize that we are in constant interaction with our 
environment. How am I experiencing the world at this moment? What happens to me 
when I speak to my mother? What is my experience when I meet with a difficult client? 
In my philosophy, mindfulness becomes a relational stance—a particular way of 
engaging with warmth and curiosity to these experiential interactions. As Buddhist 
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teacher Pema Chödrön (2009) pointed out, “How we relate moment by moment to what 
is happening on the spot is all there really is” (p. 54). Some principles of a mindful 
relational stance include: openness, curiosity, warmth, kindness, acceptance, patience, 
compassion, and empathy (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). When we interact with our experience 
differently through mindfulness, we can also extend this way of relating to our intimate 
partners, family members, and clients. Instead of being captured by our reactivity, we 
actually have the potential to open and respond. By being present with our habitual 
reactions, mindfulness gives us a choice of responding differently in our relationships. 
I have been practicing as a Tibetan Shambhala Buddhist for over nine years and 
believe this demanding path has positively impacted my life in extraordinary ways. The 
core of the Buddhist path is mindfulness meditation practice and becoming intimate with 
my mind. The goal of the path is to be more loving and compassionate with others and to 
be of service. My experiences of mindfulness meditation have varied from very deep, 
intensive retreats to daily informal and formal practice. In addition to attending a month-
long Buddhist seminary program, I have completed several month-long and week-long 
retreats that deepened my intimacy with my own anxieties and fears. Currently, I practice 
mindfulness approximately 30 to 60 minutes per day. 
An example of a personal meditation experience may help to elucidate the 
meaning and relational effects of mindfulness practice in my own life. On one intense, 
month-long group meditation retreat, I became increasingly irritated with the meditator 
sitting in front of me. She did not do things the way I would do them. She moved too 
quickly during meditation transitions, was too emotional during compassion 
contemplative meditations, and asked questions during teacher talks that were too 
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intellectual. By the end of the month, I had become so attuned to the irrationality of my 
fixed judgments against her and realized they stemmed directly from my own pattern of 
pleasing others. Through this crucible, she miraculously became my favorite person at the 
retreat. The softening that I experienced toward her and myself as well as the special 
connection that we developed led to an insight into acceptance that still influences my 
relationships on a daily basis—people do not need to change as much as I think they do. 
Assumptions about mindfulness and relationships. As a family therapist, I 
have noticed that the burgeoning research on mindfulness meditation in the field of 
psychology and health care has almost exclusively focused on individual outcomes. In 
mindfulness training, we say over and over again that “our practice is our life”—which I 
feel means “me” in relationship with other people, my family, my colleagues, my 
environment, and the culture in which I am embedded. I believe bringing a relational lens 
to mindfulness discourse is critical—emphasizing that each individual is a person in 
context and relationship. The Buddhist philosophy on which mindfulness meditation is 
based emphasizes interdependence, circular causality, and our interconnectedness (Macy, 
1991). 
Mindfulness practitioners have frequently stated feeling increased connection to 
people and the world as a result of practice. Rather than interconnectedness simply being 
a hopeful concept, participants report beginning to feel interconnectedness as an 
experience. In my experience of mindfulness, slowing down creates a strong felt sense of 
presence and a resonance with other living phenomena. While on a solitary meditation 
retreat, I emphasized a loving-kindness meditation practice. Systematically extending a 
sense of friendship to everyone I knew, including those people I had difficulties with, led 
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to a profound sense of connection. I cried and I cried with gratitude and grief at the joys 
and difficulties we all face together. When I thought of my younger sister, I would burst 
into tears because I felt so much love toward her. Relationships with other human beings, 
particularly intimate partner relationships, are the most complex and carry the most 
conditioning. But I believe this sense of increased connection that comes from 
mindfulness practice can affect intimate partner relationships and enhance connection for 
the non-participating partner as well. 
From personal experiences such as the above, I recognize my bias in believing 
mindfulness practice can improve relationships. For example, I feel that the personal 
effects of my mindfulness practice are less emotional reactivity, more curiosity and 
acceptance of others, improved listening, and increased awareness of my own thoughts 
and feelings and their impact on others. I also believe my relationship with my wife 
would not be possible if I had not been practicing regularly. I would not have been able to 
sustain the intimacy and increased vulnerability of our relationship and would have 
lashed out at her from a place of fear and defensiveness. During the data collection and 
analysis, I diligently worked to set aside these assumptions about the effects of my own 
practice. This bracketing provided an opening for the study participants to describe their 
own relationship experiences as a result of mindfulness training. 
I do not feel the effect of mindfulness practice in improving relationships is a 
linear process because each practitioner has a different baseline. I also do not believe the 
amount of hours one meditates directly correlates to her satisfaction in relationships. In 
addition, I do not feel that the people who are best in relationships meditate the most. For 
example, I am sometimes quite irritated by other meditation practitioners in my 
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mindfulness and Buddhist communities. If mindfulness practice automatically made all 
relationships wonderful, we would certainly experience much less conflict than we do in 
my Buddhist community. I do feel, however, that a consistent engagement with 
mindfulness meditation can absolutely improve relationships.  
To illustrate this belief, I have been emotionally touched several times when in 
the presence of significantly experienced mindfulness practitioners. For example, I went 
to hear Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche, a Tibetan lama, speak in New York in 2009. Mingyur 
Rinpoche has been called “the happiest man in the world” because an fMRI scan of his 
brain placed him over nine standard deviations above the happiest non-practicing 
Westerners. He described going into a three-year meditation retreat as a young boy and 
struggling with panic disorder. He laughed and laughed as he described how he made 
friends with the fear after unsuccessfully battling it for the first year of the retreat. I felt 
so wonderful simply being around him, because I felt like it was okay for me to be me, 
exactly as I was. 
Personal experience with MBSR. Mindfulness-based stress reduction was a 
powerful catalyst in the early years of my meditation practice. As an independent study in 
the final semester of my master’s program in 2005, I completed the MBSR teaching 
practicum at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. The poignancy of 
watching desperate, severely distressed participants transform during the eight weeks of 
the MBSR program spoke directly to my heart. I was so inspired that I started a 
mindfulness program at the hospital where I used to work in Massachusetts and taught 
two rounds of the 8-week MBSR class. The MBSR perspective that “as long as you are 
breathing, there is more right with you than there is wrong” (Kabat-Zinn, 1990, p. 2) was 
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a perfect complement to my narrative therapy training that emphasized the infinite value 
of each person’s experience. While completing this dissertation study, I am participated 
MBSR internship at the Jefferson Mindfulness Institute and taught two MBSR programs 
at Drexel’s 11th Street Health Clinic. Additionally, I also began co-teaching MBSR at the 
University of Wisconsin’s mindfulness program. Because I find the MBSR program so 
valuable and effective, bracketing my experience in detail below is vitally important.  
A major personal bias about MBSR is that it improves relationships by decreasing 
emotional reactivity, increasing compassion and empathy, and improving listening skills. 
By strengthening attention and awareness, I believe an MBSR participant can become a 
better listener. By sitting with one’s thoughts, emotions, and body sensations through 
extended periods of mindfulness practice, a participant can become more aware of 
habitual patterns and recognize that even the strongest emotions are impermanent. 
Response flexibility can be developed when a participant can pause before reacting as a 
result of the mindfulness practice, which repeatedly exposes them to habitual reactions 
while sustaining a curious attention. As a result of response flexibility and exposure to 
emotions, I believe that participants can have decreased emotional reactivity and manage 
anger more effectively. The refractory period of emotions—how long it takes for a 
participant to return to a baseline level when a powerful emotion is triggered—can be 
reduced for participants because mindfulness practitioners train in watching emotions 
appear and disappear. I believe that empathy and compassion can also be improved 
because a participant develops more intimacy with their own fears and vulnerabilities. As 
a result of being more in touch with their own vulnerability, a participant can be more 
likely to attune to the vulnerability in others. 
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Assumptions about MBSR and intimate partner relationships. My intention 
in this study was to provide rich descriptions of how the MBSR training affected intimate 
partner relationships from both the perspective of the MBSR graduate as well as her/his 
intimate partner. I wanted to obtain multiple perspectives because MBSR participants can 
think they have improved their relationship, but the real litmus test is any changes that 
their intimate partners have noticed in their relationships. My own personal experience of 
being in relationship while taking the MBSR class may help to explicate my assumptions. 
When I took MBSR for the first time, I was not in an intimate relationship. When I taught 
MBSR in Massachusetts, I was in a long distance relationship with my now wife. In 
addition, I had the opportunity to both take and co-teach the 8-week MBSR class several 
times since I have been married.  
In speaking with my wife about her experiences of being in relationship with me 
during my involvement with MBSR, she described a sense of increased openness and 
kindness from me. Since I have had a mindfulness practice for many years, the effects of 
a specific 8-week MBSR class may be blurred in our relationship. While talking about 
my wife’s observations, I noticed some emotional reactivity arise within me. I became 
more aware of the expectations I had about the effects of mindfulness training and further 
realized my bias: I was explicitly looking for the positive impact of MBSR on intimate 
partner relationships.  
Following my participation in an MBSR class at the Jefferson Mindfulness 
Institute in the February 2009, my wife Jenny was inspired to take the MBSR training on 
her own during the following spring. I was concerned that she was taking the class to 
please me, but she stated that she was curious and wanted to try it herself. Mindfulness 
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practice was very destabilizing for her, and consequently, she barely practiced 
mindfulness outside the class. When contemplating that past experience, I did remember 
that I felt she was more thoughtful, gentle, vulnerable, and reflective during her 
participation in the MBSR class. She also began to incorporate some mindful eating 
practices when we ate together, which I really enjoyed doing with her. Jenny would tell 
me about the class and frequently share the touching insights that she was having about 
herself and others. I felt closer to her as a result. Therefore, another assumption I had was 
that MBSR participation leads to greater insights into oneself and others—and that one’s 
intimate partner will observe and appreciate these insights.  
Another personal bias was that intimate partners will notice a shift in their 
partners participating in the MBSR program and embrace the positive effects of 
mindfulness practice. I noticed my assumption that the intimate partners would perceive 
their participating partner as being more vulnerable, open, gentle, and compassionate, as 
well as being better listeners. I thought these benefits of mindfulness training could 
improve the intimate relationship and consequently improve the well-being of the 
intimate partners. I assumed that if the intimate partner began to feel her/his intimate 
partnership improving as a result of changes the MBSR graduate has made, then the 
intimate partner would also experience direct individual benefits. I was also interested to 
discover if the 30-45 minutes of daily at-home practice assigned in the MBSR program 
disrupted family life or if intimate partners became curious and participated in some of 
the at-home mindfulness exercises with the MBSR participants. 
While reflecting back on the MBSR practicum training that I completed, I 
remembered a vivid, negative story from one of the participants about the impact of 
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mindfulness training on his intimate partner relationship. As interns, we took the class 
with the participants and typically had dyad exercises each week. In Week 7, after our 
full-day mindfulness retreat (a 7-hour practice intensive that is part of the course), I was 
paired with a working-class, middle-aged, married man. During the dyad exercise, we 
were to spend time talking about the retreat and describe what it was like after we left the 
retreat. He shared with me a sad story about coming home from the retreat and initiating 
an argument with his wife because she accidentally left the garden hose running. His wife 
then locked herself in the bathroom for several hours as a result of the argument. While 
his wife was locked in the bathroom, he looked around and noticed all the tasks she had 
completed while he was at the all-day retreat. He was very discouraged and heartbroken 
about what occurred. That story has stuck in my mind for over 7 years. It is an example 
that cultivating mindfulness is a process. Simply because someone practices a lot on any 
given day does not mean that they will be perfect partners. Mindfulness practice can 
uncover difficult emotions and even make one quite irritable and ornery. In addition, the 
story illustrated how I needed to be open to any MBSR experiences—even negative 
ones—reported by the participants. 
Personally, I can recall several experiences where I felt very peaceful after 
practicing mindfulness at home. When I came downstairs to see my wife, I immediately 
felt irritable when I began communicating with her. After mindfulness practice, I have 
realized that I need to be more careful, gradual, and intentional with transitions from 
formal practice back into ordinary life, as I tend to be more open and tender than I 
initially recognize. In some ways, I was concerned that intimate partners would not see 
any substantive changes as a result of their partners attending MBSR. I had a fear that the 
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increased well-being was only experienced in the individual MBSR participant and that it 
is actually more difficult to integrate mindfulness into relationships. 
Continuing the bracketing process. There were both advantages and 
disadvantages from my beliefs and experiences with mindfulness practice and MBSR. 
For example, some advantages were that I had an insider’s perspective and a first-hand 
experiential map of the effects of mindfulness meditation. My personal experience helped 
me probe for new directions during the interviews based on my intimacy with 
mindfulness practice. The disadvantage of my extensive personal experience, however, 
was that I was emotionally attached to finding positive results of the MBSR training. 
During the first four interviews, I became aware that I was disappointed that the study 
participants were not always reporting the positive relational results that I wanted to hear. 
I continued to bracket my experiences before, during, and after each interview and 
regularly wrote reflexive memos (Daly, 2007) as a way to remain cognizant of my 
personal biases. The next chapter features my self of the researcher reflections for each 
interview. Additionally, the triangulation and validation procedures structured into the 
study’s design also helped me to address my researcher bias. For example, including the 
intimate partners in the study design emerged as a critical process for triangulating the 
findings. The intimate partners’ descriptions of the relational effects of MBSR training 
were far more subtle than my expectations and the mindfulness graduates’ descriptions. 
Therefore, the intimate partner interviews provided me with an opportunity to confront 
my own biases and to learn more about the couples’ actual experiences instead of trying 
to reinforce my assumptions.  
  
98 
Sampling Strategies  
A purposeful, criterion sampling strategy (Patton, 2002) was used to recruit 
information-rich cases that yielded thick experiential descriptions. The main inclusion 
criterion for study participants was graduating from an 8-week MBSR program within the 
last 6 months while being in a committed intimate partner relationship for at least 24 
months. MBSR graduates were recruited from the graduate databases of the Penn 
Program for Mindfulness at the University of Pennsylvania Health System and the 
Mindfulness Institute at the Jefferson-Myrna Brind Center of Integrative Medicine at 
Thomas Jefferson University Hospital in the greater region of Philadelphia, PA (see 
Appendices A and B for letters of support from both institutions). Participants from these 
MBSR programs are a heterogeneous group of distressed participants presenting with a 
variety of diverse stressors such as: anxiety, depression, coping with chronic pain or 
serious illnesses, family issues, and job stress.  
Both the Jefferson (Reibel, Greeson, Brainard, & Rosenzweig, 2001; Rosenzweig 
et al., 2010) and Penn (Galantino, Baime, Maguire, Szapary, & Farrar, 2005; Jha, 
Krompinger, & Baime, 2007) programs have published multiple research studies 
demonstrating statistically significant positive outcomes of their MBSR programs. The 
Jefferson Mindfulness Institute is currently researching MBSR’s effect on the immune 
response to human papillomavirus as well as diabetes, while the Penn Program for 
Mindfulness has current studies of MBSR with multiple sclerosis, weight management, 
smoking cessation, and attention. In addition, both the Jefferson and Penn MBSR 
programs feature highly trained teachers with an abundance of personal mindfulness 
experience. Since its beginning in 1996, over 2,000 participants have graduated from the 
Jefferson MBSR program. Over 5,000 participants have graduated from Penn’s MBSR 
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program since its opening in 1999. The Penn Program course is officially called 
mindfulness-based stress management, but the director of the Penn Program, Dr. Michael 
Baime, stated that their 8-week foundational course is adherent to the MBSR curriculum 
and is categorized as MBSR in published research studies (M. Baime, personal 
communication, December 7, 2010; for example, see Young & Baime, 2010). Specific 
adaptations by the Penn Program to the MBSR program include: a sitting meditation 
featuring counting breaths, a brief meditation practice focused on a single breath, 
different yoga sequences and movement routines, and more explicit cognitive-behavioral 
content (e.g., cognitive distortions).  
Although both the Penn Program for Mindfulness and the Jefferson Mindfulness 
Institute are located within diverse, urban areas of Philadelphia, MBSR participants in 
their programs are mostly White, middle-aged, female, educated, heterosexual, and 
socioeconomically privileged (see Table 3.1 below). 
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Table 3.1 
Philadelphia MBSR Program Demographics 
Field Jefferson Penn 
Sample Size of Graduates 1,049  1,053 
Women 72.93% 73% 
Men 27.07% 27% 
Mean age 48 48 
Race/Ethnicity   
White European 86.56%  80% 
Hispanic 0.86%  1% 
Black 10.01%  3% 
Asian 0.86%  2% 
Multi-racial -  1% 
Other -  1% 
Unknown 1.71%  12% 
Education   
Bachelor’s Degree or higher ≈70%  92%* 
Relationship Status   
Married 47%**  54% 
Long-term relationship/Partnered -  7% 
Single 24%**  23% 
Separate/Divorced 
Widowed 
17%** 
  7%** 
 10% 
  2% 
Unknown   5%**  4% 
 
Notes: *Penn education levels based on Fall 2009 program only: n=416. **Jefferson 
relationship status drawn from Rosenzweig et al. (2010) study of chronic pain 
participants (n=133) in the Jefferson MBSR program from 1997 to 2003. Overall 
Jefferson statistics based on participants in Jefferson MBSR research studies through 
2010. Overall Penn Program statistics based on participants in five quarterly cycles: 
Winter 2009, Spring 2009, Winter 2010, Spring 2010, and Fall 2010. Statistics obtained 
from: Mara Wai, Program Coordinator, Penn Program for Mindfulness, December, 6, 
2010; Diane Reibel, Director, Jefferson Mindfulness Institute, October 28, 2010.  
 
 
The consistent lack of diverse samples in mindfulness research necessitated 
increased recruiting efforts. A snowball or chain sampling strategy (Patton, 2002) was 
also added to the study as a creative attempt to increase diversity in the study sample. A 
snowball sampling strategy involves the researcher asking key contacts to identify 
potential study participants who meet the inclusion criterion of a study. As the researcher 
asks a number of well-situated people, qualitative methodologist Patton (2002) described 
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that “the snowball gets bigger and bigger as you accumulate new information-rich cases” 
(p. 237). 
Employing a snowball strategy, this researcher contacted an extensive regional 
network of MBSR teachers and colleagues to recruit diverse graduates from their MBSR 
classes. I was completely committed to traveling outside the Philadelphia area in order to 
increase the likelihood of recruiting a diverse sample. For example, I reached out to the 
Center for Mindfulness at the University of Massachusetts Medical School as well as 
MBSR researchers Zayda Vallejo (Vallejo & Amaro, 2009) and Beth Roth (Roth & 
Creaser, 1997), who have developed and researched MBSR programs targeting racially 
diverse and low-income populations. Despite several waves of effort, the snowball 
sampling strategy unfortunately did not yield any additional leads. 
The recruitment flyers (see Appendices C and D) explicitly invited both same-sex 
and heterosexual couples to participate in the study. As a result, two same sex couples did 
participate in the study. MBSR programs specifically adapted for the GLBTQ community 
represent a current gap in the research literature.  
Because of the predominance of women participating in MBSR programs, the 
sample of MBSR graduates was expected to be mostly women. Surprisingly, the 
Jefferson and Penn program recruitment efforts yielded 6 male MBSR graduates for the 
study. Without this balanced representation of male MBSR graduates in the study, gender 
could have become a confounding variable in the study. Women are traditionally more 
attuned to relational and emotional dynamics in intimate partner relationships than men. 
A sample featuring all men as the intimate partners who did not participate in MBSR 
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training may have decreased the observed effects of mindfulness training on couple 
relationships.  
Inclusion/exclusion criteria. Inclusion criteria to participate in the study was the 
following: a) participation in a committed intimate partner relationship for at least two 
years prior to starting the MBSR program; b) continued participation in the intimate 
partner relationship at the time of the interview; and c) the MBSR participant and her/his 
intimate partner both consent to be interviewed. Both heterosexual and same-sex couples 
were invited to participate in the study. In order to increase the possibility of racial 
diversity in the sample, the inclusion criterion of being in a committed intimate partner 
relationship was broadened from a criterion of cohabitation with the intimate partner 
based on feedback that persons of color in intimate partner relationships are less likely to 
cohabitate (C. Tubbs, personal communication, June 3, 2010). 
Before taking their MBSR class, MBSR participants were required to have limited 
or no prior experience with mindfulness training in order to effectively explore the 
impact of MBSR on the participants, their intimate partners, and their intimate partner 
relationships. Limited experience with mindfulness training was defined as no 
completion of a meditation retreat or weekend and no regular meditation practice 
(meditation practice of 20 minutes or more on an ongoing weekly basis) prior to taking 
their MBSR class. Acceptable participants could have been exposed to meditation 
through yoga classes, but could not have a sustained individual practice. To clarify, 
MBSR graduates who have maintained an ongoing weekly meditation practice after 
taking the MBSR class were not excluded from the study. The MBSR participant must 
have graduated from the program within 0 to 6 months of enrollment into the study. This 
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time frame was chosen to interview couples when the experience of MBSR and its impact 
on the couple were still recent and fresh.  
After consulting with both my dissertation co-chair Dr, Kimberly Flemke and Dr. 
Diane Reibel at the Jefferson Mindfulness Institute, any inclusion/exclusion criteria for 
the mindfulness experience level of the intimate partners was purposefully left open. 
Therefore, the intimate partners of the mindfulness graduates could either have no 
mindfulness experience or have some previous mindfulness experience themselves. The 
rationale of not specifying any inclusion/exclusion criteria for the intimate partners’ 
mindfulness experience was to see what types of couples responded to the recruitment 
process. As a result, 3 intimate partners in the sample did have previous mindfulness 
training, while 8 intimate partners had no mindfulness experience. One couple in the 
sample took the class together and provided a unique experience in the sample. This 
couple qualified for the study because each member of the couple individually met the 
study’s eligibility requirements and had no prior mindfulness experience. This decision to 
include intimate partners with and without previous mindfulness experience added to the 
richness of the participant experiences and was quite valuable during the data analysis to 
explore similarities and differences in these couples’ experiences.  
An additional exclusion criterion stemmed from my participation in a teaching 
internship at the Jefferson Mindfulness Institute during the Winter 2011 class cycle 
(February to March 2011). To prevent any conflict of interest, any participants (n=27) in 
Dr. Diane Reibel’s Winter 2011 MBSR class co-taught by this researcher were excluded 
from the study. This exclusion prevented the possibility of any study participants having 
a dual relationship with me as both their MBSR teacher and a researcher for this study. 
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 Data Collection  
Recruitment. After my dissertation co-chair Dr. Flemke approved the 
committee’s requested revisions in March 2011, the study proposal was then approved in 
May 2011 by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Drexel University. In late May 
2011, recruitment flyers (see Appendices C and D) were emailed to the MBSR graduate 
databases of the Penn Program for Mindfulness and the Jefferson Mindfulness Institute, 
as well as to my regional network of MBSR teachers. In addition, 200 paper flyers were 
distributed to the Spring 2011 Penn program MBSR participants at their final MBSR 
class, and 90 paper flyers were handed out to the Spring 2011Jefferson MBSR 
participants at their all-day retreat. My email address and phone number were listed on 
the recruitment flyers as a response channel. Each participant was offered a $25 gift card 
($50 per couple) to Target as an incentive for participating. Because the initial wave of 
recruitment from the Jefferson MBSR program yielded minimal results, a second wave of 
recruitment occurred in July 2011. The recruitment flyer was again emailed to their 
MBSR graduate databases, and 40 paper flyers were distributed to their Summer 2011 
MBSR participants at their all-day retreat. 
Twenty-one people responded via email to the Jefferson and Penn program 
recruitment emails (10 Jefferson program responses; 11 Penn program responses). I 
followed up with all respondents by email to confirm their eligibility, using the screening 
questionnaire in Appendix D. Five respondents (all from the Jefferson program) did not 
qualify for the study because they had completed their MBSR training longer than 6 
months ago, while another respondent (also from the Jefferson program) had substantial 
meditation experience prior to her MBSR training. Another respondent (from the Penn 
program) never replied to my follow-up emails.  
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Of the 21 responses, 14 recent MBSR graduates and their intimate partners were 
eligible for the study. After confirming their eligibility through email, I spoke to each 
MBSR graduate over the phone to schedule an interview and to obtain verbal informed 
consent to interview both the MBSR participant and her/his intimate partner. I emailed 
the informed consent and the demographic questionnaire to the participants for their 
review prior to the interview. Two other respondents scheduled interviews, but later 
cancelled them prior to the interview date. One respondent cancelled by stating, “Life 
circumstances have intervened and I decided not to participate.” The other respondent 
cancelled on the day of the interview because her intimate partner was concerned about 
the voluntary videotaping of the couples interview stated in the informed consent 
document. I spoke to the respondent and told her that the voluntary videotaping clause 
was placed in the informed consent to aid transcription when there were multiple 
speakers. I clarified that 10 out of the 11 other couples in the study had opted out of this 
videotaping and only audio-taped their interviews. She still decided to opt out of the 
study, and I provided a detailed report of the incident to my dissertation co-chair (Dr. 
Flemke, the primary investigator for the Drexel IRB at the time). Participation in this 
study was completely voluntary, and participants could opt-out at any time without any 
personal or professional repercussions.  
As described previously in the above inclusion/exclusion criteria section, one 
couple (Couple 7) who took the MBSR class together also individually met the study’s 
eligibility requirements. After scheduling an interview date with this couple and emailing 
them the informed consent in advance, the male from the couple (pseudonym: Jim) 
emailed me that he noticed my dissertation co-chair’s name (Dr. Flemke) on the informed 
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consent. He wrote that he and his wife had been participating in couples therapy with Dr. 
Flemke for the past four years, and he wanted to make sure that their relationship with 
Dr. Flemke was not a conflict of interest for the research study. I discussed the issue in 
detail with Dr. Flemke. She determined that there was no conflict of interest since she 
was not directly participating in the analysis of the transcripts. I communicated back to 
Jim that there was no conflict from the researchers’ perspective and confirmed that he 
and his wife were still comfortable participating in the study. I also confirmed that the 
couple did not participate in any mindfulness training with Dr. Flemke during their 
couples therapy. Dr. Flemke had also referred each member of the couple to the MBSR 
training. Two other mindfulness graduates in the sample were also referred to the MBSR 
program by their mental health providers. 
Interview process. Twelve couples (24 total participants) were interviewed for 
this study. Ten couples were interviewed at their homes, while 2 couples were 
interviewed in a private study room at the Drexel University Hagerty Library. Data 
collection spanned almost 5 months, beginning on June 2, 2011 and ending on 
October 25, 2011.  
Upon meeting with each couple at a secure location of their choice, I provided 
them with an orientation to the interview process and obtained formal written informed 
consent (see Appendix F) from both parties to participate in this research study. The 
couple was then be asked to jointly complete a demographic questionnaire (see 
Appendix G) to obtain critical contextual information such as: relationship length, 
relationship status, cohabitation status, age, sex, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, 
education level, household income, occupation, number of children, and religion. In 
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addition, the name and gender for the participant’s MBSR teacher was also requested on 
the demographic questionnaire to explore any specific teacher effects and the potential 
influence of the teacher’s gender. 
Relational distress measure. After providing written informed consent and 
completing the demographic questionnaire in the first stage of the interview, each 
member of the intimate partner relationship was also asked to complete the Revised 
Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS; Busby, Christensen, Crane, & Larson, 1995; Crane, 
Middleton, & Bean, 2000; See Appendix H) prior to their individual interview. The 
RDAS is a revised, more concise version of the widely used Dyadic Adjustment Scale 
(DAS; Spanier, 1976) that measures adjustment in intimate partner relationships. 
Previously in the literature review, the lack of mindfulness research with distressed 
couples was discussed. According to couple therapy outcome research, a couple’s initial 
distress level is the strongest predictor of treatment outcome (Johnson & Lebow, 2000). 
Obtaining subjective reports of relationship adjustment from both members of the couple 
provided a helpful context for their interview responses.  
The RDAS is a brief, self-report questionnaire consisting of 14 items and 
assessing relationship adjustment across a 6-point Likert scale (except for Question 11, 
which uses a 5-point Likert scale). The RDAS has three subscales measuring consensus, 
satisfaction, and cohesion (Busby et al., 1995). The consensus subscale consists of six 
questions assessing the level of agreement or disagreement between intimate partners on 
topics such as religion, affection, decision-making, sex, appropriate behavior, and career. 
The satisfaction subscale consists of four questions investigating how frequently an 
intimate partner experiences distress in the relationship. An example of a question is: 
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“How often do you and your partner quarrel?” Responses range from “All the time” to 
“Never.” Finally, the cohesion subscale consists of four items assessing the frequency of 
shared activities and verbal connection.  
The RDAS has established construct, discriminant, and criterion validity with 
both distressed and non-distressed couples (Busby et al., 1995; Crane, Busby, & Larson, 
1991). Busby et al. (1995) reported a correlation coefficient of .97 (p<.01) between the 
DAS and the RDAS. The authors also calculated a high Cronbach’s alpha of .90, 
establishing the internal consistency and reliability of the RDAS. The possible scores for 
the RDAS range from 0 to 69, and higher scores indicate higher levels of relationship 
adjustment. According to Crane et al. (2000), the clinical cutoff for relationship distress is 
an RDAS score of 48 or greater. Specifically, Crane (1996) set up the following 
categories to assess relationship distress: non-distressed >48; moderately distressed 32–
48; and severely distressed < 32.  
Interview structure. After the participants provided written informed consent 
and completed the demographic and relationship satisfaction questionnaires, a semi-
structured interview was conducted in the following three-part sequence: (a) the MBSR 
graduate individually ; (b) the MBSR graduate’s intimate partner individually; and (c) the 
couple briefly together again for final reflections. The interview questions explored their 
relationship experience before, during, and after their participation in the MBSR program 
(see Appendix I to view the interview guide), and the entire 3-part interview process 
lasted about an average of 2.5 hours as predicted. The interviews with the mindfulness 
graduates were longer and ranged in length from 50 to 90 minutes. The length of the 
intimate partner interviews was between 20 and 40 minutes, while the couple interviews 
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lasted 10 to 25 minutes. . Upon completion of the three-part interview process, each 
participant was given a $25 gift card ($50 total per couple) to Target and asked if they 
would like to review a draft of the study’s findings in the future. All participants 
expressed their interest in viewing the study’s results. 
All interviews were audio-taped with two tape recorders and later transcribed by 
three different transcriptionists hired by the researcher. I closely reviewed and edited 
each transcript to ensure its accuracy. In addition, the final section of the interview 
featuring couples’ reflections together was videotaped at the first pilot interview to 
guarantee that transcription of multiple voices could be properly performed. Since the 
transcription of the first couple interview from the audio file was accurately completed, 
no other couples were videotaped. The average length of time between completion of the 
MBSR program and the interview date was 1.5 months. The shortest amount of time 
between MBSR completion and the interview date was 1 week (n=3), while the longest 
amount of time was 4 months (n=1).  
Pilot interview. As planned, the interview guide was pilot tested with the first 
couple, and this pilot data was included in the final analysis. Following this pilot 
interview, two adjustments to the research process were made. First, I discovered at the 
pilot interview that the mindfulness graduate (Ava from Couple 1) had more mindfulness 
experience than she initially provided when answering the general eligibility questions. 
Although she had no personal meditation practice, she had attended two one-week 
Buddhist Family Camps with her partner and daughter that included some “minor” 
meditation practice. Consulting with my dissertation chair, we still decided to include this 
pilot couple in the data analysis because the mindfulness graduate had no regular 
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meditation practice and her interview responses about her MBSR experience were very 
similar to the descriptions of the other mindfulness graduates in the sample who had no 
previous meditation experience. Moving forward in the recruitment process, I specifically 
asked each respondent to explicitly describe any previous experience with meditation to 
ensure their eligibility. From the inclusion/exclusion criteria section, limited experience 
with mindfulness training was defined as no completion of a meditation retreat or 
weekend and no regular meditation practice (meditation practice of 20 minutes or more 
on an ongoing weekly basis) prior to taking their MBSR class.  
The second adjustment made following the pilot interview included minor 
revisions of the interview guide. I adjusted the sequence of the interview guide to first 
elicit the story of the couple’s relationship (see Appendix I). Learning the couple’s 
detailed narrative upfront provided the necessary context to understand how the MBSR 
training affected their relationship. The self of the researcher reflections section in the 
case study for Couple 1 (see Chapter 4) describes in more detail what was learned from 
the pilot interview.   
Sample Characteristics 
Sample size. Twelve couples (n=24) completed the three-part interview process. 
According to Creswell (2007), sample sizes within phenomenological studies are 
typically small (5 to 20 people) to ensure information-rich descriptions of experience. In 
phenomenology, exact sample sizes are not predetermined to achieve statistical power, 
and achieving representativeness with the general population is not a goal. A sample 
reaches capacity when a saturation of themes in the data analysis has been achieved. In 
my research proposal, I estimated saturation would occur at approximately 10-15 couples 
(20-30 individuals). As a novice researcher, I greatly underestimated the complexity and 
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labor required to systematically analyze such a large sample (12 couples; 24 participants; 
36 interviews) for a phenomenological study. For a novice researcher, IPA researchers 
Smith et al. (2009) suggested an optimal sample size between 3 and 6 participants. In 
hindsight, I could have heeded their recommendation and been less ambitious with this 
study’s sample size. In my data collection memos, I reached saturation during the 
eleventh couple interview. Beginning the in-depth data analysis after all data was 
collected, I recognized that saturation actually occurred much earlier because shared 
themes were consistently repeated even in the first four couple interviews. 
 Sample demographics. Because one couple (Couple 7) took the MBSR class 
together, each member of this couple was labeled as both a recent MBSR graduate and an 
intimate partner. Therefore, there were 13 mindfulness graduates and 13 intimate partners 
in the data analysis. There were 7 female MBSR graduates (54.55%) and 6 male MBSR 
graduates (45.45%). Three mindfulness graduates completed the Jefferson MBSR 
program (23.08%), while the other 10 mindfulness graduates participated in the Penn 
MBSR program (76.92%). For intimate partners, 7 were female (54.55%) and 6 were 
male (45.45%). The average age of the participants was 41.96 years old, and the ages of 
the participants ranged from 25 years old to 57 years old. All 13 MBSR graduates were 
White, and the intimate partners were also all White except for one Black male (4.17%) 
from the male same sex couple. Most participants had a graduate degree (n=15; 62.5%), 
while eight participants (33.33%) had a bachelor’s degree and one MBSR graduate 
(4.17%) had a high school diploma. For household income, the couples reported the 
following ranges of income: 1 couple at $40-$59K; 1 couple at $60-79K; 3 couples at 
$80-99K; and 5 couples over $100K. One couple, who were both business professionals, 
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reported an income of less than $20,000 since both members of the couple were currently 
unemployed. Another couple deferred reporting their household income.  
Compared to the combined Jefferson and Penn MBSR program demographics 
(see Table 3.1), this sample had more men (45.45% compared to their MBSR programs’ 
average of 27%) and was slightly younger (41.96 years old versus the MBSR programs’ 
average of 48 years old). This sample was also highly educated (over 95% with 
bachelor’s degrees or higher) like the Jefferson and Penn MBSR program demographics 
(70 to 92% with bachelor’s degrees or higher). With 23 of the 24 participants being 
White, this sample was even less racially diverse than the Jefferson and Penn MBSR 
program demographics (80 to 86% White). Despite my efforts to increase racial and class 
diversity in the sample, the participants in this sample were highly educated and almost 
exclusively White. 
The average relationship length for couples in the study was 14.5 years, while 
relationship length ranged from 3 years to 27 years together. There were 10 heterosexual 
couples (83.33%) and 2 same sex couples (16.67%; one all male couple and one all 
female couple). Nine couples were married (75%), and seven couples reported having 
children living in the household (58.33%). Of the 7 couples who reported children in their 
households, the average number of children was 2.14.  
Table 3.2 below provides a summary of the gender and overall evaluation of the 
mindfulness graduates’ MBSR teachers (drawn from their interview descriptions). Seven 
mindfulness graduates had a male MBSR teacher (54.55%), and 6 mindfulness graduates 
had a female MBSR teacher (45.45%). Seven mindfulness graduates had a gender 
difference with their MBSR teacher (mindfulness graduates 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 11). 
113 
Gender differences with an MBSR teacher were only involved in negative evaluations of 
Penn Male teacher A (female mindfulness graduate 2 and the female member of Couple 
7), who also received a negative evaluation from the male mindfulness graduate in 
Couple 7. Additionally, mindfulness graduate 12 from the gay male couple described a 
negative evaluation of a different male MBSR teacher (Penn Male Teacher D). A 
potential sexual orientation difference between MBSR teacher and participant was noted 
for both mindfulness graduates 1 and 12. Mindfulness graduates consistently reported a 
more positive evaluation of female MBSR teachers compared to male MBSR teachers, 
except for the very positive evaluations of Penn Male teacher B (the MBSR teacher for 
female mindfulness graduates 3 and 5). According to the mindfulness graduates’ 
descriptions, the role of the teacher was a major influence in their experience. Because of 
the small sample size, no major conclusions can be drawn from the more positive 
perceptions of the female MBSR teachers in this study. 
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Table 3.2 
Gender and Evaluation of MBSR Teachers  
 
 
 
Data Analysis 
Interpretative phenomenological analysis process. I used the data analysis 
software MAXQDA (2010) as a tool to organize and aid analysis. Using the transcribed 
interviews as data, I employed a modified approach to the IPA (Smith et al., 2009) six-
step method of phenomenological analysis. In my study proposal, I had initially planned 
Mindfulness  
Graduate Gender 
MBSR Teacher  
and Gender 
Teacher  
Evaluation 
Note of 
difference 
1 F Jefferson Female 
teaching pair 
Liked a lot Potential sexual 
orientation 
difference 
2  F Penn Male teacher A Didn't like Gender difference 
3  F Penn Male teacher B Liked a lot Gender difference 
4  F Penn Female teacher Liked a lot - 
5 F Penn Male teacher B Liked a lot Gender difference 
6  M Penn Female teacher Liked a lot Gender difference 
7 Male M Penn Male teacher A Didn't like - 
7 Female  F Penn Male teacher A Didn't like Gender difference 
8 M Jefferson Female 
teacher 
Liked a lot Gender difference 
9  M Penn Male Teacher C Liked - 
10 F Jefferson Female 
teacher 
Liked a lot - 
11 M Penn Female teacher Liked a lot Gender difference 
12 M Penn Male teacher D Didn't like Potential sexual 
orientation 
difference 
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to use a modified version of Giorgi and Giorgi’s (2003) phenomenological method for 
the data analysis. Without the availability of proper training and mentorship in this 
specific approach, the Giorgi and Giorgi method proved difficult to implement. During 
data collection, I investigated more user-friendly methods of phenomenological analysis 
that still had solid theoretical foundations and resonated with my research questions. 
After a thorough review of phenomenological methods, I chose the more recently 
developed IPA method because of its accessibility, theoretical strength, analytical depth, 
increasing popularity among researchers, and clear analysis instructions from its 
developers (Smith et al., 2009). My dissertation co-chair (Dr. Flemke) reviewed and 
approved this shift in the data analysis method.  
Table 3.3 below summarizes the IPA “iterative and inductive” (Smith et al., 2009, 
p. 79), six-step method of data analysis. Interpretative phenomenological analysis is 
distinguished by the following set of processes and principle— “moving from the 
particular to the shared, and from the descriptive to the interpretative” as well as “a 
commitment to understanding the participant’s point of view, and a psychological focus 
on personal meaning-making in particular contexts” (Smith et al., p. 79). In the first step 
of the IPA method, I read and re-read the 36 interview transcripts (12 mindfulness 
graduate interview; 12 intimate partner interview; 12 couple interviews) to begin “a phase 
of active engagement with the data” (Smith et al., p. 82) and to obtain a global awareness 
of the narrative structure of the interviews. The initial noting in the second step of the 
IPA analytical method was a rigorous, line by line analysis of single interviews that 
yielded a detailed set of codes, notes, and comments. The IPA method distinguishes three 
types of comments (Smith et al., 2009) that I applied in this second stage of analysis: a) 
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descriptive comments that stayed close to the participants’ statements; b) conceptual 
comments of my interpretative reflections on “how and why” the participant voiced 
specific ideas.; and c) linguistic comments that focused on the particular language that 
participants used, including pauses, tone, repetition, and metaphor. I developed a coding 
structure in the MaxQDA software as a way to develop these comments on the 
transcripts. Smith et al. (2009) described this second step as a process “to engage in 
analytic dialogue with each line of transcript, asking questions of what the word, phrase, 
sentence means to you, and attempting to check what it means for the participant” (p. 84). 
This second step allowed me to consistently ask questions of the data and yielded a 
comprehensive set of participant codes and reflective memos. 
During the third step of the IPA data analysis method, the focus shifted from the 
whole interview to the specific codes and comments developed in the second step. Smith 
et al. (2009) stated this third step is an illustration of the hermeneutic circle, in which the 
researcher breaks down the whole into smaller parts in order to identify patterns and 
connections. As a result, I searched for the patterns within my codes and memos from the 
second step and developed a set of participant themes. Smith et al. (2009) define a theme 
as “a concise and pithy statement of what was important” (p. 92). These IPA researchers 
asserted that themes “contain enough particularity to be grounded and enough abstraction 
to be conceptual” (Smith et al., p. 92).  
In the fourth step of the IPA data analysis method, I developed a chart of the 
themes and began to explore their connections. I consistently returned to the study’s 
research questions to guide my search for patterns of meaning. Smith et al. (2009) stated 
that “not all emergent themes must be incorporated into this stage of analysis; some may 
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be discarded. This in part depends upon the overall research question and its scope” (p. 
96). Placing the themes into a chart, I contemplated the potential connections through 
reflective memos and began to discard themes that were not relevant to the study’s 
research questions. I experimented with physically moving themes around in the chart to 
create different clusters of themes that seemed to fit together. During this step, certain 
themes emerged as umbrella or superordinate themes that helped bring together a series 
of related themes. In this step, I also explored polarization—negative analyses in which I 
focused upon differences among the themes instead of similarities. 
In the fifth step of the IPA data analysis method, I repeated the first four steps 
with additional interviews. Developing a line by line analysis of each interview illustrates 
the idiographic focus of IPA. This in-depth focus on each individual participant’s 
interview ensured that my interpretative analysis remained grounded in the participants’ 
actual words. As I progressed through analyzing more participant interviews, I applied 
the sixth step of the IPA data analysis method and looked for patterns across cases. For 
me, the sixth step was applying the processes of the third and fourth steps of the IPA data 
analysis on a larger scale across multiple participants. The outcome of the sixth step was 
a table of themes along with textual examples from the participant interviews. I shared 
several iterations of this table with my dissertation co-chairs at multiple points during the 
data analysis and incorporated their feedback. 
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Table 3.3 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) Data Analysis Steps (Smith et al., 2009) 
 
Step # Name of Step Description 
1 Reading and re-reading Repeated reading to ensure the participant is the 
focus of analysis and “slowing down our habitual 
propensity for ‘quick and dirty’ reduction and 
synopsis” (p. 82). 
2 Initial noting Most detailed, most time consuming, and most 
exploratory. Line by line analysis producing a 
comprehensive and detailed set of themes and 
comments on the data. Descriptive (content-
based), linguistic (process-based), and conceptual 
(interpretative) comments. 
3 Developing emergent themes “Reduce the volume of detail whilst maintaining 
complexity” and “mapping the interrelationships, 
connections, and patterns” (p. 90) between Step 
2’s exploratory notes. 
4 Searching for connections 
across emergent themes 
Develop a chart of how the themes fit together. 
5 Moving to the next case Repeat Steps 1 to 4 with the next interview. 
Idiographic focus of IPA.  
6 Looking for patterns across 
cases 
What connections are there across cases? How 
does a theme in one case help illuminate a 
different case? The outcome is a table of themes 
with pithy text examples from participants. 
 
 
 
Boeije (2002) data analysis structure. In this study’s design, there were three 
different units of analysis: 1) MBSR graduates; 2) intimate partners; and 3) couples. I 
needed to find a data analysis method that somehow facilitated comparisons between 
these three different groups. As a modification to the IPA method of analysis described 
above, Boeije’s (2002) purposeful approach to the constant comparative method (CCM) 
was applied to systematically compare the three groups. Although CCM is associated 
with the methodology of grounded theory, Boeije’s model of multi-level analysis 
facilitated an investigation into relationships and group differences through a design that 
transcended any particular methodology. Boeije’s model of analysis was effectively 
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integrated with the IPA method of data analysis. The IPA data analysis method provided 
the process for the data analysis, while the Boeije model of analysis offered a valuable 
analysis structure for the three different types of interviews.  
Table 3.4 below summarizes the Boeije (2002) analysis structure employed in this 
study’s data analysis. In the first level of analysis, single interviews of MBSR graduates 
were analyzed. The second level of analysis involved a within group comparison of the 
MBSR graduates’ interviews—comparing MBSR graduates to each other. Next, an 
across group analysis compared responses of the MBSR graduate group to the intimate 
partner group and identified similarities and differences. At the fourth level of analysis, a 
within couple comparison drew comparisons at the level of individual couples. For 
example, the responses of one MBSR graduate were compared to the responses of her/his 
intimate partner. At the fifth level of analysis, the experiences of each couple were 
compared with the other couples—an across couple comparison. Because of the infinite 
potential for comparisons based on the complexity of the data, Boeije (2002) emphasized 
selective comparisons conducted according to the above sound plan. 
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Table 3.4 
 
Boeije (2002) Data Analysis Structure 
Step Data Analysis Comparison  
Primary Unit  
of Analysis 
1 Single interviews of MGs  MG interviews  
2 Within group analysis:  
Comparing MGs with each other.  
MG interviews  
 
Supplemental:  
Couple interviews 
 
3 Across group analysis:  
Comparing IP Group with MG Group. 
IP interviews 
 
Supplemental:  
Couple interviews 
 
4 Within couple analysis:  
Comparing MG with her/his IP.  
Couple interviews 
 
Supplemental:  
MG and IP interviews 
 
5 Across couple analysis:  
Comparing each couple with other couples. 
Ex: Couple 1 with Couples 2, 3, and 4.  
All interviews 
 
Note: MGs = Mindfulness graduates; IPs = intimate partners. 
 
 
 
Integrated data analysis summary. Integrating the IPA data analysis process 
(Smith et al., 2009) with the Boeije (2002) data analysis structure, I first focused on each 
MBSR graduate’s interview and then searched for thematic connections across the 13 
MBSR graduates (all six IPA steps and the first 2 steps of the Boeije analysis structure). I 
then shared a table of 36 mindfulness graduate themes with my dissertation co-chairs (Dr. 
Maureen Davey and Dr. Kimberly Flemke) for feedback. The table featured illustrative 
mindfulness graduate quotes for each theme distilled from the 830 interview extracts 
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coded with the 36 mindfulness graduate themes. With their approval, I shifted my focus 
to the intimate partner interviews (step 3 of the Boeije data analysis structure) and 
repeated the IPA data analysis steps again. Next, I shared a table of 27 intimate partner 
themes (357 coded intimate partner data extracts) with exemplary intimate partner quotes 
to my dissertation co-chairs.  
Following my co-chairs’ feedback, I proceeded to focus on the couple interviews 
(step 4 of the Boeije data analysis structure) and repeated the IPA data analysis process 
again. Instead of generating more themes, I began writing a detailed case study for each 
of the 12 couples. Each case study was submitted to my dissertation co-chair (Dr. 
Maureen Davey) for feedback. While completing the case studies for the 12 couples, I 
also applied step 5 of Boeije’s data analysis structure and developed a detailed memo 
identifying similarities and differences across the 12 couples. This memo was shared with 
Dr. Davey for further feedback. To prepare to formally write up the data analysis, I 
returned once again to the sixth step of the IPA data analysis method to search for 
connections across cases and further consolidated the mindfulness graduate, intimate 
partner, and couple themes. Finally, I completed the data analysis with 11 mindfulness 
graduate themes (3 superordinate themes; 8 subthemes), 10 intimate partner themes (3 
superordinate themes; 7 subthemes), and six couple global observations. These themes 
are described in detail in the next chapter. 
Validation Procedures  
In qualitative methodologies, the quantitative constructs of validity and reliability 
are adapted and often described through Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) construct of 
trustworthiness. To establish trustworthiness, a study must achieve credibility, 
dependability, confirmability, and transferability. Credibility refers to the necessity for 
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the findings to accurately reflect the experiences of the participants. To establish 
credibility, multiple sources and methods—a process called triangulation (Creswell, 
2007; Patton, 2002)—were featured in the study’s design. First, interviewing the intimate 
partners and not only the MBSR graduates about their experience of relationship was a 
critical method of triangulation that created multiple sources. Second, I conducted a 
member check (Creswell, 2007) and solicited feedback about the data analysis results 
from the study participants. After completing the data analysis, I shared the results with 
the study participants by email and checked for accuracy and clarification. The detailed 
results of this member check are described at the conclusion of the next chapter.  
Dependability and confirmability are closely related constructs that ensure the 
results are not subject to instability and bias. I maintained a rigorous audit trail through 
theoretical, methodological, and analytical memos tracking my decision making process. 
I consistently bracketed my assumptions, values, and biases at every stage of the study. In 
addition, my two dissertation co-chairs (Dr. Kimberly Flemke and Dr. Maureen Davey) 
are experienced qualitative researchers and collaborated with me on each step of the 
study design and analysis. While qualitative results cannot be generalized across 
populations, transferability was established through the purposeful sampling strategies 
described above. As a result, the data analysis yielded thick descriptions of participants’ 
experiences that allow consumers of the research to appropriately transfer the theoretical 
abstractions to their own contexts. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
 
At the heart of it all is the basic dynamic that intimacy and reactivity are often 
paired; because of this, constructed intimate relationships provide some of our most 
powerful, charged, challenging, and potentially transformative encounters. 
-Gregory Kramer (2007) 
The Boeije (2002) 5-step data analysis plan described in the previous chapter 
directly informed this chapter’s structure for presenting the qualitative results. After 
reviewing the mindfulness graduate (MG), intimate partner (IP), and couple interviews, 
the qualitative results were organized into the following four sections: a) couple case 
studies, b) mindfulness graduate global themes, c) intimate partner global themes, and d) 
couple global observations. Below, Table 4.1 illustrates how the Boeije (2002) data 
analysis plan corresponds to each of this chapter’s four sections. During each step of the 
data analysis, a specific type of interview (e.g., the MG interviews or the IP interviews) 
was targeted and became the primary unit of analysis. Each step of the analysis 
contributed to a specific section in this chapter. 
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Table 4.1 
Associations between the Qualitative Results Sections and  
the Boeije (2002) Data Analysis Plan 
 
Step Data Analysis Comparison  Primary Unit  
of Analysis 
Chapter Section 
1 Single interviews of MGs  MG interviews  Couple case studies 
2 Within group analysis:  
Comparing MGs with each other.  
MG interviews  
Couple interviews 
MG global themes 
3 Across group analysis:  
Comparing IP Group with MG 
Group. 
IP interviews 
Couple interviews 
IP global themes 
Couple case studies 
4 Within couple analysis:  
Comparing MG with her/his IP.  
Couple interviews 
MG and IP 
interviews 
Couple case studies 
5 Across couple analysis:  
Comparing each couple with other 
couples. Ex: Couple 1 with Couples 
2, 3, and 4.  
All interviews Couple global 
observations  
 
Note: MGs = mindfulness graduates; IPs= intimate partners. 
 
 
 
The overall structure of this chapter is divided into six sections, which are 
described both below and in Table 4.2. First, the statistical results of the RDAS measure 
are summarized. Second, an in-depth case study for each couple from the within couple 
analysis is presented to provide a rich context for understanding the global themes. Third, 
the mindfulness graduates’ global themes from the within group analysis are described. 
Fourth, the intimate partners’ global themes from the across group analysis are reviewed. 
Fifth, the couple observations from the across couple analysis are presented. Finally, a 
member checking section describes study participants’ feedback to the couple case 
studies and global themes from the data analysis.  
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Table 4.2 
Chapter 4 Results Section Outline 
Order Section 
1 RDAS Statistical Results 
2 Couple Case Studies 
3 Mindfulness Graduates’ Global Themes 
4 Intimate Partners” Global Themes 
5 Couple Observations 
6 Member Checking 
 
 
 
RDAS Statistical Results 
 Each participant completed the 14-item RDAS measure prior to her/his individual 
interview. In addition to the total RDAS score, values were also calculated for the three 
RDAS subscales—consensus, satisfaction, and cohesion. Using Busby et al.’s (1995) 
RDAS validation study as a guideline, a total RDAS score was calculated for each couple 
by taking an average of both partner’s individual RDAS scores. This couple average 
RDAS score differentiated whether the couple was categorized as distressed (an average 
RDAS score of 48 or below) or non-distressed (an average RDAS score over 48). In 
order to determine whether individual members of the same couple assessed their 
relationship similarly, the differences between their total RDAS scores were calculated. 
Below, Table 4.3 summarizes the RDAS data. 
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Table 4.3 
Couple RDAS Score Overview 
Couple 
Total  
RDAS 
RDAS  
Diff 
Couple  
Avg 
RDAS Consensus Satisfaction Cohesion 
Distress 
Level 
Couple 1 MG  42.5 -7.5 46.25 18 11.5 13 Distressed 
Couple 1 IP  50     22 11 17   
Couple 2 MG  46.5 1.5 45.75 20 13 13.5 Distressed 
Couple 2 IP  45     23 12 10   
Couple 3 MG  51.5 -3.5 53.25 24 15 12.5 
Non-
distressed 
Couple 3 IP  55     25 16 14   
Couple 4 MG  50 6 47 22 14 14 Distressed 
Couple 4 IP 44     22 13 9   
Couple 5 MG 49 -2 50 21 16 12 
Non-
distressed 
Couple 5 IP 51     23 15 13   
Couple 6 MG  49 4 47 20 16 13 Distressed 
Couple 6 IP  45     24 14 7   
Couple 7 
Male  51 -3 52.5 26 15 10 
Non-
distressed 
Couple 7 
Female 54 3   25 16 13   
Couple 8 MG 49 1 48.5 20 15 14 
Non-
distressed 
Couple 8 IP 48     20 14 14   
Couple 9 MG 46 10 41 23 12 11 Distressed 
Couple 9 IP 36     23 6 7   
Couple 10 
MG 58 8 54 25 16 17 
Non-
distressed 
Couple 10 IP 50     24 15 11   
Couple 11 
MG 48 -5.5 50.75 22 14 12 
Non-
distressed 
Couple 11 IP 53.5     24 14 15.5   
Couple 12 
MG 48 4 46 20 14 14 Distressed 
Couple 12 IP 44     21 12 11   
Mean 48.5 4.67 48.81 22.38 13.73 12.40 
 Standard 
Deviation 4.59 2.79 3.76 2.06 2.25 2.60 
  
Note: MG = mindfulness graduate; IP = intimate partner; Couple 7 took the MBSR 
training together and therefore are unique in this sample. 
 
 
127 
 
Couple Distress Level and Within Couple RDAS Score Differences 
 In Table 4.3, the average individual RDAS score (?̅?=48.5) and the average couple 
score (?̅?=48.81) were both slightly above the RDAS distress cutoff score of 48. On 
average, each participant and each couple who volunteered for this study were within the 
non-distressed clinical range. According to Busby et al.’s (1995) study, the distress cutoff 
scores for the 3 subscales are the following: Consensus=22; Satisfaction=14; and 
Cohesion=11. According to Table 4.3, the mean consensus subscale in the study 
(?̅?=22.38) is just above the distress cutoff of 22. The mean satisfaction subscale 
(?̅?=13.73) is just below the distress cutoff of 14. The mean cohesion subscale (?̅?=12.4) is 
above the distress cutoff of 11 and in the non-distressed range. 
Additionally in Table 4.3, there are 6 distressed couples (Couples 1, 2, 4, 6, 9, and 
12) and 6 non-distressed couples (Couples 3, 5, 7, 8, 10, and 11) who volunteered for this 
study. The lowest average couple score in the study was Couple 9 with a score of 41, 
while the highest average couple score was Couple 10 with a score of 54. The mean 
scores of the two groups are listed in Table 4.4 below and compared to the distressed and 
non-distressed groups in the Busby et al. (1995) RDAS validation study. The non-
distressed couple means are predictably higher than the distressed couple means and 
correspond with the RDAS distress cutoffs. The only notable observation is the cohesion 
subscale means for both the distressed and non-distressed couples are above the clinical 
distress cutoff of 11. This finding suggests that couples in this study have higher cohesion 
subscale scores than the Busby et al. (1995) study. 
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Table 4.4 
 
Distressed and Non-Distressed Couple RDAS Scale Means 
RDAS Scale Distress Level Mean Busby et al. (1995)  Study Mean 
Total RDAS Distressed 45.50 41.6 
Non-distressed 51.50 52.3 
Consensus Subscale Distressed 21.50 20.1 
Non-distressed 23.25 24.2 
Satisfaction Subscale Distressed 12.38 12.2 
Non-distressed 15.08 15.7 
Cohesion Subscale Distressed 11.63 9.3 
Non-distressed 13.17 12.4 
 
 
 
An independent samples t-test was then conducted to determine if there were any 
statistically significant differences between the RDAS scores of the distressed couples (6 
couples; n=12) and the non-distressed couples (6 couples; n=12). Statistical significance 
was set at the standard p≤.05. No statistically significant differences were found between 
the distressed couples group and the non-distressed couples group on the total RDAS 
score (p=.716), the consensus subscale (p=.463), the satisfaction subscale (p=.066), or the 
cohesion subscale (p=.090).  
The average difference in the total RDAS scores between members of the same 
couple was 4.67. The largest couple difference score was Couple 9 with a difference of 
10, and the smallest difference in a couple was Couple 8 with a difference of 1. Busby et 
al.’s (1995) RDAS validation study did not provide any means for RDAS score 
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differences between members of the couple. Their study suggests that there were no 
statistically significant differences of the total RDAS between members of a couple. The 
RDAS score differences within each couple will be considered in more detail in the 
couple case study section.  
Comparison of Mindfulness Graduate Group and Intimate Partner Group 
 In addition to distressed and non-distressed couples, there are also two other 
important groups of participants in this study—the mindfulness graduates and their 
intimate partners. Another independent sample t-test was performed to examine any 
statistically significant differences on the RDAS scores between these two groups of 
participants. Since Couple 7 is the only couple in this study who took the MBSR class 
together, they are considered outliers and were removed from this t-test analysis. Each 
member of Couple 7 can be classified as both a mindfulness graduate and an intimate 
partner, which could confound the analysis. There were 11 mindfulness graduates and 11 
intimate partners populating the two groups. The RDAS score means for both groups are 
summarized in Table 4.5 below. 
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Table 4.5 
Mindfulness Graduate and Intimate Partner Group RDAS Scale Means 
RDAS Scale Participant Type Mean 
Total RDAS Mindfulness Graduate 48.86 
Intimate Partner 47.41 
Consensus Subscale Mindfulness Graduate 21.36 
Intimate Partner 22.82 
Satisfaction Subscale Mindfulness Graduate 14.23 
Intimate Partner 12.91 
Cohesion Subscale Mindfulness Graduate 13.27 
Intimate Partner 11.68 
 
 
 
 In Table 4.5, the mindfulness graduate group had consistently higher RDAS scale 
scores compared to the intimate partner group on all subscales, except for the consensus 
subscale. After conducting the independent sample t-test with these two groups, there 
were no statistically significant differences between the mindfulness graduate and 
intimate partner groups on the total RDAS (p=.178), the consensus subscale (p=.220), or 
the satisfaction subscale (p=.276). There was, however, a statistically significant 
difference on the cohesion subscale (p=.012).   
The mindfulness graduate group had a statistically significant higher cohesion 
subscale mean (?̅?=13.27) compared to the intimate partner group (?̅?=11.68), although 
both groups scored above the cohesion subscale clinical distress cutoff of 11. The 
cohesion subscale assesses the degree of closeness and shared activities experienced by 
131 
the couple. The subscale’s four questions ask if: 1) “you and your mate engage in outside 
interests together;” 2) “have a stimulating exchange of ideas;” 3) “work together on a 
project;” and 4) “calmly discuss something.” The mindfulness graduates reported feeling 
closer to their intimate partners in these relational domains compared to their intimate 
partners. Because there was no pre-MBSR training RDAS measurement, the difference 
between these two groups cannot be directly attributed to the MBSR training. This 
difference in perceived closeness between the mindfulness graduate and intimate partner 
groups was the only statistically significant difference between the two groups. 
Comparison of Couples with and without Intimate Partner Previous Mindfulness 
Experience 
 One further distinguishing feature in the study sample is the intimate partner’s 
previous mindfulness experience. Three intimate partners in this study (Couples 1, 9, and 
11) had previously completed a mindfulness training and then referred their partners to 
the MBSR program. The remaining intimate partners in the study had limited or no 
previous mindfulness experience. The question was if the intimate partners’ previous 
mindfulness experience in these three couples was associated with any difference in their 
RDAS scores. 
 An independent sample t-test was again done to compare the total RDAS and 
subscale scores between these 2 groups. The first group included the 3 couples with 
intimate partners who had previous mindfulness training (Couples 1, 9, and 11). The 
second group comprised the 8 couples in which the intimate partner had no previous 
mindfulness training (Couples 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, and 12). Once again, Couple 7 was 
removed from the statistical analysis since both partners participated in the MBSR 
training together and had concurrent mindfulness experiences. There were no statistically 
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significant differences on the total RDAS (p=.219), the consensus subscale (p=.548), the 
satisfaction subscale (p=.164), or the cohesion subscale (p=.353). The small size of the 
first group (n=3) increases the difficulty of attaining a statistically significant difference 
between the two groups.  
 It was also important to confirm that intimate partner mindfulness experience had 
not affected a previous statistical test—the comparison of the mindfulness graduate and 
intimate partner groups. Another independent sample t-test was also conducted to 
compare the RDAS scores of the mindfulness graduate and intimate partner groups. For 
this analysis, the 3 couples with intimate partners who had previous mindfulness training 
were removed. Only the 8 couples with intimate partners who had no previous 
mindfulness training were included. Again, no statistically significant differences were 
found on any of the RDAS scales, including the cohesion subscale. The p values for each 
RDAS scale were: Total RDAS, p=.414; consensus subscale, p=.521; satisfaction 
subscale, p=.475; and cohesion subscale, p=.168. Therefore, only the cohesion subscale 
was statistically significant, when the 3 couples with an intimate partner who had 
previous mindfulness training were included in the analysis. This result is counter-
intuitive since I expected that the common activity of mindfulness training for these 3 
couples would decrease the cohesion subscale difference between the mindfulness 
graduate and intimate partners. Yet, the difference of the cohesion subscale scores 
between the mindfulness graduates and intimate partners in these 3 couples actually 
increased the difference between the two groups and made the difference statistically 
significant. 
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RDAS Statistical Results Summary 
 The statistical analysis of the participant RDAS scores yielded some interesting 
results. First, it indicates that half of the couples in this study were in the distressed 
clinical range. Although the RDAS score differences between the distressed and non-
distressed couple groups were not statistically significant, the identification of these two 
groups added important contextual information about relationship satisfaction to the 
phenomenological analysis. Second, the RDAS difference scores between the 
mindfulness graduate and intimate partner groups were not statistically significant except 
for the cohesion subscale. The mindfulness graduate group did have a higher mean 
compared to the intimate group on all RDAS scales, except for the consensus subscale. 
This difference suggests a trend that the mindfulness graduates on average seemed to 
have more positive views of their intimate partner relationships compared to their 
intimate partners. Additionally, the participant cohesion subscale scores in this study 
were higher in comparison to the other RDAS scales and the Busby et al. (1995) RDAS 
validation study. Third, the influence of intimate partners with previous mindfulness 
experience did not lead to any statistically significant differences among couples in which 
the intimate partner had no mindfulness experience. Fourth, the RDAS couple difference 
scores between members of each couple provided insight into the different perceptions of 
the relationship within each couple. Each couple’s similarities and differences on the 
RDAS scores are examined and discussed in the next section of the results, the couple 
case studies.  
Couple Case Studies: Within Couple Analysis 
The idiographic commitment of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
emphasizes the particular experiences of the individual within her/his context (Smith et 
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al., 2009). In order to more fully understand the specific experiences of the 12 couples 
who volunteered for this study, I decided to first examine their experiences using a case 
study approach. During data collection, I recognized that a sufficient understanding of the 
relational effects of mindfulness training could only be gained by presenting the results 
within the context of their intimate partner relationships. Therefore, the following 12 case 
studies provide a brief summary of each couple’s narrative and identify particular themes 
that emerged for each partner and for the couple as a whole (see Appendix J for the 
detailed individual case studies).    
The primary purpose of the case studies is to examine how the context of each 
intimate partner relationship influences the meaning of the MBSR experience for each 
member of the couple. The case study structure is guided by the recommendations of IPA 
researchers Smith et al. (2009), who suggest presenting study results through an 
“interweaving of analytic commentary and raw extracts” (p. 110). Applying these IPA 
guidelines, my interpretations as the researcher are placed adjacent to the participant 
quotes so that my interpretations are grounded within the participants’ words and 
simulate a dialogue between myself as the researcher and the participants. I also 
embedded a self of the researcher section within each of the 12 case studies to illustrate 
the continuity of the bracketing process and how the couples affected me as the 
researcher.  
Below, Table 4.6 provides an overview of the 12 couples. Each participant was 
given a pseudonym and a participant code to protect her/his confidentiality, and I 
frequently refer to these pseudonyms and participant codes throughout this chapter. The 
code numbers were assigned based on the sequence that the couples were interviewed. 
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Code A denotes that the study participant is the recent MBSR graduate, while code B 
identifies intimate partners. When reading the participant quotes in the case studies, the 
symbol [ ] indicates that some dialogue was removed to be concise and to facilitate the 
reader’s understanding , while the symbol . . . means that the participant paused for at 
least a few seconds. These specific symbols are used by IPA researchers (Smith et al., 
2009). An additional column in Table 4.6 below provides a snapshot of the major 
stressors that each couple faced when the mindfulness graduate began the MBSR 
training.  
The couple case studies are organized by the following subheadings: a) 
demographics, b) reason for taking MBSR, c) RDAS summary, d) couple’s story, and e) 
self of the researcher reflections. I also created extensive individual stories for both the 
mindfulness graduate and intimate partner of each couple. Because of their depth and 
length, these individual stories have been placed in Appendix J. Delving deeply into the 
participants’ individual stories was congruent with the IPA data analysis method and was 
critically valuable to the subsequent development of the global themes.  
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Table 4.6 
Couple Code Names, Pseudonyms, and Major Stressors 
Participant 
Code 
Participant 
Pseudonym 
Major Stressors for Couple 
1A Ava Ava’s job stress. Differences between the partners and low 
relationship satisfaction. Commitment to raising their daughter. 1B Emily 
2A Rebecca Ethan’s recent suicide attempt and job loss. Financial crisis with 
both partners being out of work along with raising 3 children. 2B Ethan 
3A Lily Lily’s brother’s recent car accident. Lily needing to teach 
relaxation at her job as part of a grant. Noah starting a new 
business venture.  
3B Noah 
4A Grace Ben’s parents’ illnesses and his job stress. Grace’s recent 
retirement, estrangement from her adult daughter, and recent 
surgery. 
4B Ben 
5A Alice Alice’s dissertation defense and the couple’s recent unsuccessful 
fertility treatments. 5B Jack 
6A William William’s anxiety and pending layoff at his job. Wedding 
planning. Relationship stress due to William’s anxiety. 6B Leah 
7AJ Jim Samantha’s chronic pain condition and her frustration with Jim’s 
difficulty of listening to her with empathy. Jim’s attention deficit 
issues. Referred by couple therapist to take the class together. 
7AS Samantha 
8A Alex Alex’s chronic depression and temporary disability. Anne’s wish 
to have an equal partner. Alex’s parents were moving, and he 
needed to find a new place to live. 
8B Anne 
9A Dan Sophia’s miscarriage with twins during the second trimester. Low 
relationship satisfaction and high couple conflict. Parenting with 
two young children. 
9B Sophia 
10A Jennifer Jennifer’s chronic pain condition, depression, and recent job loss. 
Eli feeling like a single parent with their two young children. 10B Eli 
11A Andrew Lydia’s recent depression and re-evaluation of her life. Some job 
stress for Andrew. Parenting stress with their adolescent 
daughter. 
11B Lydia 
12A Lucas Past intimate partner violence and conflict escalation. Lucas’ 
anxiety and anger. Lucas’ frustration with Cameron’s external 
commitments. Wedding planning.  
12B Cameron 
 
 
 
Couple 1: Ava and Emily 
Demographics. Ava and Emily are a same sex couple who have been together for 
21 years and living together for 20 years. Ava is a 56 year old White business 
professional who identifies as Lesbian, while Emily is a 52 year old White health 
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professional who identifies as bisexual. Together they have a pre-adolescent daughter. 
They listed their household income as above $100K. Ava does not affiliate with any 
specific religion, while Emily reported that she practiced the Jewish faith. Both members 
of the couple earned graduate degrees. Ava took the MBSR course at the Jefferson 
Mindfulness Institute and was interviewed 2.5 months after course completion. 
Reason for taking MBSR. Emily, the intimate partner, took the 7-day MBSR 
professional training at a retreat facility two years ago and later referred Ava to the 
Jefferson program. In this study, Ava and Emily were one of 3 couples in which the 
intimate partner had previous mindfulness training and then referred their partner to take 
the MBSR course. Ava stated that she took the MBSR program to “learn new life skills” 
and to cultivate balance after recently shifting from a job in which she traveled 
frequently.  
As the first respondents during the recruitment phase, Ava and Emily were the 
pilot interview that yielded minor adjustments to the interview guide. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, I discovered during the interview that Ava had more pre-MBSR 
mindfulness experience that she had not described in her initial response to the 
recruitment flyer. The couple and their daughter also went to a 7-day Buddhist family 
camp retreat two separate times two years ago. As a result of this pilot couple, I explicitly 
solicited detailed and specific descriptions about previous mindfulness experience with 
all future respondents. Prior to taking the MBSR course, Ava stated that she had practiced 
mindfulness only a few times besides the two family retreats that she attended. In this 
study, Ava had the most prior mindfulness experience among the MBSR graduates. 
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RDAS summary. Ava and Emily scored as a dissatisfied couple according to the 
average of their total RDAS scores (46.25). Ava had the lowest RDAS score of any 
mindfulness participant (42.5), while Emily’s total RDAS score (50) was above the 
sample mean and above the distress cutoff (48). The difference in the couple’s RDAS 
scores (7.5) was the second highest in the sample, suggesting they had divergent views of 
their relationship. Emily’s consensus and satisfaction subscales were the lowest in the 
mindfulness graduate group. Emily’s satisfaction subscale was the second lowest in the 
intimate partner group, while their consensus subscale score was near the mean. Both 
seemed to assess their satisfaction level as below average, which was consistently 
reflected in their interview. But Emily’s higher consensus score suggests that she felt 
better about their level of agreement on important matters compared to Ava’s perception. 
A major point of departure between Ava and Emily was the cohesion subscale. Ava’s 
cohesion score was the second lowest in the mindfulness group, while Emily’s cohesion 
score was the highest in the intimate partner group. Emily felt that they had a much 
higher degree of closeness and shared activities compared to Ava’s perception. 
The differences in the total RDAS, cohesion subscale, and consensus subscales 
are noteworthy since the couple expressed such a high level of congruence during the 
interviews. Yet their congruence on their lack of satisfaction in the relationship made 
sense within the context of the interview. From the scores, it is clear that Emily feels 
more connected to the relationship than Ava. 
Couple’s story. Both Ava and Emily have musical backgrounds and first met in a 
choir. Both emphasized how busy their professional lives are. Emily stated that stress was 
the main problem in their relationship. Both members of the couple reported that 
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individual differences caused conflict in their relationship. For example, Ava stated that 
Emily had wanted a child, but Ava was very focused on her career and delayed resolving 
this issue. 
Ava described their intimate relationship as “functional,” like a business 
relationship in which they take care of their daughter together. She said, “It works and we 
get stuff done. . . But I wouldn’t describe it as something that is a wow.” When 
describing their pattern of interactions, Ava remarked of Emily, “Anything I say she 
takes as a criticism.” Ava also said they laugh a lot together, but they face stressful times 
in which there is “a lot of friction” and “short fuses.”  
Emily described Ava as “a very, very driven person and sort of operates in kind 
of, a Type-A personality culture.” Emily said that Ava is “an independent pioneer kind of 
person,” while she characterized herself as “the connector.” Like Ava, Emily expressed a 
similar dissatisfaction in their relationship: “It’s nowhere near what I want on the one 
hand; on the other hand is a certain level of stability and knowing and I think, 
commitment, nonetheless that is very comforting.”  
Although in the past they had discussed separating, both Ava and Emily described 
a high commitment level to their relationship, especially because of their daughter. Both 
members of the couple also felt connected by being in a similar developmental stage of 
their lives, particularly around health, career, and family. The longer tenure of the 
couple’s partnership and their mutual commitment to their daughter created a workable 
relationship despite their lack of relational satisfaction. 
Self of the researcher reflections. I was both nervous and excited to conduct this 
first interview in my dissertation study. When I arrived at Ava and Emily’s home for the 
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interview, Ava appeared very stressed and stated that she had a work project that required 
her attention that evening. Although I had provided a detailed orientation of the interview 
process over the telephone, she still asked me how long the interview would take with 
what seemed like an annoyed tone of voice. I tried not to panic and calmly confirmed that 
we could still do the interview. I initially felt uneasy with Ava’s intense and serious 
affect, but we progressively settled into an in-depth conversation about her MBSR 
experience. I was surprised when Ava tenderly shared about feeling a profound sense of 
appreciation for her family while driving to work one morning. Ava’s soft vulnerability 
was a marked shift from the rushed and cold style she presented to me at the beginning of 
her interview. Her ability to quickly feel that depth of emotion during our interview when 
she recently felt so stressed about work communicated to me how meaningful the MBSR 
experience was for Ava.  
I treated this first couple as a pilot interview in order to refine the interview 
questions. I was grateful to witness the depth and meaning that both Ava and Emily 
expressed during their interviews. Two details emerged that informed revisions to the 
interview guide. First, I noticed my disappointment when Ava described her intimate 
relationship in a similar, negative manner to both the pre- and post-MBSR questions. I 
had idealistically hoped that the MBSR training would mark such a clear and distinct 
shift in participants’ experiences of their relationships. Second, I grew concerned when 
Emily’s first description of what she noticed in Ava during the MBSR training was, “It’s 
kind of hard to pinpoint, to be honest.” I was surprised that even Emily—an intimate 
partner with previous mindfulness training—still struggled to articulate the effects of the 
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MBSR training in her partner. In subsequent interviews with other couples, most intimate 
partners initially found themselves grasping for words to describe their observations.  
As a result of these observations from the pilot interview, I made one adjustment 
to the interview questionnaire and learned the value of two specific processes. I 
recognized that the subtle, but very interesting relational effects of Ava’s MBSR training 
surfaced during the interview when we talked about the story of the couple’s relationship. 
Ava and Emily shared intimate details about their relationship that provided me with the 
necessary context to understand how Ava’s MBSR training affected their relationship. 
Therefore, I adjusted the sequence of subsequent interviews to first capture the story of 
the couple’s relationship and then followed with a discussion of their MBSR experiences. 
From my initial disappointment with Ava’s negative description of her relationship post-
MBSR, I also learned the tremendous value of bracketing my experience and reinforced 
my commitment to consistently reflect on my self of the researcher experiences before 
and after each interview. This pilot interview also encouraged me to trust the process of 
the interview. Ava and Emily’s descriptions significantly expanded and deepened during 
the course of their interviews as they began to think relationally. 
I noted four other important points from this pilot interview that later evolved into 
major themes during other couple interviews. First, I was very curious about Ava’s 
descriptions of how her increased self-awareness influenced how she communicated with 
Emily. Ava described the following process: 1) an increased awareness of her differences 
with Emily; 2) then some acceptance of these differences; and 3) finally making a choice 
and shifting how she responded to these differences by communicating her needs 
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differently. Ava’s description of these flexible efforts to more skillfully advocate for 
herself with Emily reminded me of Bowen’s (1978) process of differentiation.  
Second, Ava described perceptions that sounded like increased acceptance of 
Emily. When I directly asked Ava if the MBSR training affected her acceptance of 
Emily, she responded that the MBSR training “should” have affected her acceptance of 
Emily. But she said that she could not practice acceptance in her relationship because her 
differences with Emily were too challenging. Since Emily also observed an increased 
level of acceptance in Ava, I was curious to learn more about how MBSR participants 
thought about acceptance of their partners, particularly if they were in distressed 
relationships. 
Third, I wanted to better understand the potential differences in the meaning of 
the MBSR experience for an intimate partner with previous mindfulness experience like 
Emily compared to an intimate partner with no previous mindfulness experience. For 
example, Emily shared her enthusiasm about Ava taking the MBSR training because she 
felt they could now “speak the same language.” Emily described how mindfulness 
became a mutual reference point for the couple—a way of communicating about stress.  
Fourth, I observed that Ava’s long-term dissatisfaction about their relationship 
affected how she integrated her MBSR training into her relationship. For this particular 
couple with a history of relationship dissatisfaction, mindfulness was not a universal 
elixir amidst their pre-existing relational conflict and reactivity. By their assessment, 
mindfulness did not seem to significantly change their level of relational satisfaction. Ava 
thought that mindfulness prevented further deterioration in their relationship and created 
subtle improvements by pausing, acknowledging, and changing pre-existing patterns of 
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conflict. Emily noticed positive changes in Ava, but Ava’s improvement did not resolve 
the broader issues in their relationship nor eliminate their reactivity and conflict. The 
following questions about relational satisfaction emerged for me: 1) How do pre-existing 
levels of relationship satisfaction influence the potential benefits of mindfulness training? 
2) Are relational shifts more difficult to develop among distressed couples? 3) Are more 
subtle relational effects of MBSR training overlooked because of participants’ global, 
negative perceptions of their intimate relationships?  
Couple 2: Rebecca and Ethan 
 Demographics. Rebecca and Ethan have been together for 27 years and married 
for 23 years. They have three children: an 18 year old son; a 15 year old daughter; and a 
12 year old daughter. Rebecca is a 49 year old White woman with a master’s degree in 
business administration; she plans to re-enter the business workforce after some time 
away from her profession to raise their children. Ethan is a 52 year old White 
unemployed business professional with a graduate degree. Both members of this couple 
identify as Jewish. Since they are unemployed, they reported their current household 
income as below $20K. But the couple was interviewed at their house in an upper middle 
class suburb. During Rebecca’s MBSR class, both members of the couple were 
participating in individual therapy and taking psychotropic medication for anxiety 
(Rebecca) and depression (Ethan).   
 Reason for taking MBSR. Rebecca had previously considered taking the Penn 
Program for Mindfulness course for several years. Her major motivation to take the 
MBSR class occurred when Ethan attempted suicide and subsequently lost his job 
Therefore, this couple was in crisis at the start of Rebecca’s MBSR program. Neither 
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member of the couple had any previous mindfulness experience. The interview occurred 
3 months after Rebecca’s completion of the MBSR course. 
 RDAS summary. Rebecca’s total RDAS score was 46.5 and Ethan’s total RDAS 
score was 45, suggesting this couple was moderately distressed (couple RDAS 
average=45.75). The difference of only 1.5 points between their RDAS scores was the 
second lowest difference in the sample, illustrating similar views of their marital 
relationship. Rebecca had the third lowest satisfaction subscale score (13) in the 
mindfulness graduate group, which was slightly below the sample average (13.73). 
Ethan’s satisfaction subscale score (12) was the third lowest in the intimate partner (IP) 
group. The couple had inverse differences on the consensus and cohesion subscales. 
Rebecca’s consensus subscale score (20) was below the sample average (22.38), while 
Ethan’s consensus score (23) was above the sample average. Rebecca’s cohesion score 
was above the group average (13.5) and the third highest in her group, while Ethan’s 
cohesion score (10) was below the sample average (12.4). Ethan felt that the couple 
agreed more on important matters, while Rebecca felt more closeness and that the couple 
engaged in more shared activities together.  
 Couple’s story. The couple met at their mutual workplace. After giving birth to 
their second child, Rebecca decided to put her successful career on hold because she felt 
she was “just better suited to raising the kids.” Both Rebecca and Ethan labeled Rebecca 
as the family problem solver, and both remarked that she did not focus on taking care of 
herself. She described how, “I lost sight of who I am over the years cuz my priority has 
always been my family. [ ] And you kinda lose sight of what you want.”  
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 Before Ethan’s suicide attempt six months ago, Rebecca said that Ethan was a 
“fun dad,” and she related to him “like my fourth child.” Both noted that the kids would 
sometimes take Ethan’s side in arguments against Rebecca. Regarding communication 
styles, Rebecca characterized herself as more passive about her own needs and said, “I 
tend to sort of let things happen sometimes to me.” Ethan described their differences in 
processing: “Rebecca is always a, a, an analyzer and communicator more than I am. I 
usually more internalize things than she does.” 
 Rebecca’s mother died six years ago, motivating her to explore a greater sense of 
purpose in her own life. During this same time, Rebecca also realized that she was “not 
straight.” She and her husband told their children about a year and a half ago. The couple 
is still negotiating how to navigate Rebecca’s attraction to women, and sex is a source of 
ongoing conflict between them. She has a girlfriend that she sees during the day to avoid 
interfering with her family life. Her husband would like her to end this relationship, but 
Rebecca is not sure how.  
 Prior to Ethan’s suicide attempt, he was working out of state and the couple was 
living separate and parallel lives, which Rebecca found more peaceful. Yet, she said she 
was incredibly stressed because he was unhappy at his job and “he was calling me 
constantly, like I had to keep giving him pep talks. Constantly.” Following Ethan’s 
suicide attempt, Rebecca said that he was sleeping a lot and “wasn’t functioning.” 
Rebecca described herself as “shaking” with anxiety and worried about the children since 
“I used to be the one who held everything together.” The couple also faced financial 
stress as a result of Ethan’s recent job loss. 
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 Although the couple can still be categorized as distressed according to the RDAS, 
they reported significant improvements over the 8-week time period of the MBSR class. 
Prompted by the crisis, both members of the couple began taking psychotropic 
medication and attending individual therapy during that time period as well. Mindfulness 
was not an isolated intervention and interacted with several factors: the historical 
evolution of Rebecca as an individual; the precipitating event of her husband’s suicide 
attempt; her individual therapy; medication; and her husband’s course of individual 
therapy and medication. She often described how it was difficult to tease out what the 
specific benefits of MBSR were since she was also receiving psychosocial support from 
multiple sources at the same time. This couple is unique because Ethan had a parallel 
path of growth during Rebecca’s mindfulness class. Both stated that he made 
considerable progress in individual therapy while she completed the MBSR class. 
Rebecca stated that Ethan “is like a different person in a lot of ways,” and she realized 
how “I feed off him.”    
 Self of the researcher reflections. The interviews with Rebecca and Ethan were 
extraordinarily interesting. I knew that the couple trusted me with very personal 
information when Rebecca shared about recently coming out and Ethan described his 
suicide attempt six months ago. While visiting their upper middle class home in the 
suburbs, I would not have guessed that the family recently faced such personal and 
financial crises. Their story was poignant, especially their experiences working through 
these tough issues as a couple while raising their three adolescent children. 
 I was disappointed that Rebecca could not clearly disentangle the specific positive 
benefits of her MBSR training because she had started therapy and medication soon after 
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beginning the MBSR class. She described being “in much, much, much better shape” 
since Ethan’s suicide attempt six months ago and that the three different interventions 
(MBSR, therapy, and medication) “were all working towards the same purpose.” I 
personally wanted her to credit mindfulness for this improvement. My personal biases 
about the effectiveness of mindfulness arose strongly during this interview. For example, 
Rebecca described how she cultivated acceptance of other’s feelings and stopped trying 
to change how her family members felt. Yet, when I asked Rebecca how mindfulness 
affected her relationship with Ethan, she did not think mindfulness had benefitted her 
relationship at all. I was confused and irritated that she described increased calm, 
decreased conflict, and improved communication patterns during her MBSR experience, 
yet she did not state that her relationship with Ethan had improved. I realized that I was 
attempting to impose my own worldview on the research question because I was 
disappointed that Rebecca was not thinking more systemically about her MBSR 
experience. 
 I felt validated when Ethan described what a big difference that Rebecca’s feeling 
more calm had made for him. I was most touched by his gratitude to Rebecca for learning 
how to take better care of herself during the crisis. During their couple interview, 
Rebecca expressed surprise when she learned about Ethan’s gratitude for her 
participation in the MBSR class. As a result, I began to understand that the interviews 
had unintended positive consequences and were like an intervention that facilitated Ethan 
and Rebecca to reflect about their relationship in new ways. When Rebecca listened to 
Ethan’s observations, she seemed to develop a new understanding of how her MBSR 
experience positively affected Ethan. 
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 I was struck that both Ethan and Rebecca had difficulty understanding how their 
own individual progress had positively affected the other in their relationship. For 
example, Rebecca could not comprehend how her individual growth had benefitted 
Ethan. Yet, Rebecca could understand how Ethan’s improved well-being affected her: “I 
feed off of him so much and how he’s doing. So as he’s doing better, that helps me a lot.” 
For Rebecca, influence in their relationship was unidirectional; she knew that Ethan 
affected her, but she did not understand how much she affected Ethan. Thinking 
relationally requires consideration of our interconnectedness, how our own behavior 
affects others. Typically we notice how others affect us, but often think of ourselves as 
islands. Through this interview, I was reminded how much intimate partners affect each 
other, especially in subtle ways. 
 I contemplated several questions following this interview: 1) What is the effect 
when a participant does not like her/his MBSR teacher and does not feel a connection to 
her/his MBSR group? 2) What is the enduring impact of MBSR for someone who does 
not practice much after the class? 3) What is the difference between someone taking the 
MBSR class during a crisis versus a less urgent time? 4) How does mindfulness interact 
with other interventions such as therapy and medication? 5) How does the MBSR 
intervention affect a dissatisfied couple compared to a couple with more relationship 
satisfaction? 
Couple 3: Lily and Noah 
 Demographics. Lily and Noah have been together for a total of 10 years and 
living together for 9 of those years. They were married 6 years ago. Lily is a healthcare 
professional, and Noah works in the construction industry. Both members of the couple 
are 45 years old and White, and neither member of the couple practices a specific 
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religion. They also have 2 dogs who are important family members. Noah has a 
bachelor’s degree, while Lily has a graduate degree. They reported their household 
income is between $60-$79K. Also of note, the couple had participated in couple therapy 
two years ago and found it helpful. Lily and Noah were interviewed 3.25 months after 
she completed the Penn MBSR class. 
 Reason for taking MBSR. Lily’s brother was in a serious car accident one year 
ago, and he stayed at the couple’s house along with his wife and daughter during periods 
of his recovery. Lily noted that the accident placed a lot of stress on their marriage. She 
felt that she lost a sense of perspective during that period, stating that “this strong co-
dependent streak just came barreling out.” She described: “I was on the back burner and 
our relationship was on the back burner. And everything with my brother's medical 
needs—it just always came first.” This stressor was part of her reason for deciding to take 
the Penn MBSR program, stating that “I really needed something.”  
 The other reason for taking the Penn MBSR class was that Lily received a grant to 
teach relaxation to clients at her job. She was worried that she could not teach a skill that 
she did not practice herself. The continuing education units for the MBSR course and the 
financial reimbursement from her job were important factors in her decision to take the 
class. She said that the MBSR class fee ($550) was out of their budget and she would not 
have taken the class if her work had not paid for it. She said about the MBSR class, “But 
I knew I needed it for myself first.” At the time that she took the MBSR class, Lily said 
that both she and Noah were depleted as a result of the family trauma and professional 
stress. 
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 RDAS summary. Lily and Noah’s combined average RDAS score was 53.25, 
placing them in the non-distressed range. Noah’s score (55) was 3.5 points higher than 
Lily’s score (51.5). The 3.5 difference in their individual scores was below the sample’s 
average difference of 4.67. Noah had the second highest RDAS score in the sample 
(behind 10A). The couple was above average in all the RDAS subscales as well, and 
there were no major differences between their individual subscale scores. Noah’s scores 
were slightly, but consistently higher than Lily’s scores on each subscale: Consensus 
(Lily: 24; Noah: 25); Satisfaction (Lily: 15; Noah: 16); and Cohesion (Lily: 12.5; Noah: 
14). Their total RDAS scores as well as the subscale scores are similar to the non-
distressed means in Busby et al.’s 1995 sample that established validity and reliability for 
the RDAS instrument. 
 Couple’s story. Lily and Noah met at a mutual friend’s barbecue 10 years ago. 
Noah’s friend first expressed an interest in Lily at the party, but Lily was not interested. 
Noah and Lily realized that they had gone to the same college at different times and 
discovered they knew some of the same people. Soon after, Noah asked out Lily and their 
relationship quickly grew serious after spending a lot of time with each other. They 
decided to move in together six months after they first met. The couple described 
complementary roles in their relationship in which Lily was more of the dreamer and 
spontaneous one, while Noah was more practical and realistic. Each member of the 
couple described the value of their past couples therapy, stating that it helped them 
understand each other better and improved their communication. Lily noted that, “the 
relationship is really helpful because it's a nice mirror for myself and it's a really safe 
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nurturing unit to just explore the deeper stuff that, you know, you can't really get to by 
yourself.”  
 Self of the researcher reflections. I enjoyed meeting with this couple at their 
home. While I was interviewing Lily, one of their dogs sat on my lap and began chewing 
on my notebook. I felt that it was important to help the couple feel at home by playing 
with their dogs. Obtaining a detailed summary of the couple’s story continued to be an 
effective interviewing strategy. Understanding the couple’s history helped me to place 
any relational effects from the mindfulness training into context. 
 Lily stated that the MBSR class was transformational, and her shifts did sound 
significant to me. During her individual interview, she excitedly told me about the 
significant improvements in her mood as measured by her pre- and post-MBSR Profile of 
Mood States (POMS) scores. When I asked to use their bathroom in between interviews, I 
did see her post-MBSR POMS results posted prominently on the mirror. This posting of 
her POMS results seemed to represent how meaningful the MBSR class was to her. She 
wanted to remind herself everyday of the positive outcome of her MBSR experience 
when she looked at her herself in the mirror.  
 I began to notice a theme in my emotional reaction to the interviews. I felt 
frustration that one member of the couple was not thinking systemically. In this couple, 
Noah shared a range of positive benefits that he saw in Lily as a result of her participation 
in the MBSR program. He said he benefitted from Lily’s MBSR experience, but that it 
was not directly meaningful to him. Upon further reflection, his comment was very 
irritating to me. Like my frustration with Rebecca (the Couple 2 mindfulness graduate), I 
could not understand how members of a couple could not see how their relationship was 
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affected when one member of the couple experienced individual changes. Ironically, 
Noah did notice changes in Lily, yet he felt that they were not meaningful. In hindsight, 
his comment was a gift because it invited me to think about the relational impact of 
mindfulness training in more complex ways (dare I say it, more systemically). I began to 
experience the real benefits of qualitative research, because the stories of these couples 
were so rich and beyond any theory that I could develop on my own.  
 From my reaction, I began to think more about change. I asked myself the 
question: “What would constitute a meaningful change in the relationship for Noah?” I 
then began to ask that question of every mindfulness graduate and intimate partner. My 
theory is that Noah was already quite satisfied in his relationship with Lily. While he was 
happy for the positive experience that Lily had, her MBSR training did not make that 
much of a difference for his satisfaction level in the relationship. While Lily strongly felt 
that “my relationship was one of the benefactors” of the mindfulness training, I began to 
recognize that some partners (like Sophia in Couple 9) did notice positive changes in 
mindfulness graduates, but the change was not significant enough to constitute 
meaningful change. I began to conceptualize second order change as change that was 
substantial and meaningful. 
Couple 4: Grace and Ben  
Demographics. Grace and Ben have been together for 25 years and married for 
23. Grace is a 56 year old White retired healthcare professional with a graduate degree, 
while Ben is a 57 year old White business professional with a bachelor’s degree. The 
couple has a 19 year old son together, and Grace also has an adult daughter from her first 
marriage. Their son attends college, but returns to live with the couple during school 
breaks.  
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Neither member of the couple identifies with any specific religion, although 
Grace has been studying the teachings of a Sufi master for many years. Grace requested 
to defer providing their annual income, but the couple seems to live in a comfortable 
home in an upper middle class suburb. Unlike the first three mindfulness graduates 
interviewed who had approximately three months between their MBSR class completion 
and their interviews, Grace had just completed the MBSR class the week before I 
interviewed her. Grace reported no previous mindfulness experience, while Ben read a 
Jon Kabat-Zinn book 15 years ago when he was depressed and very briefly experimented 
with some mindfulness meditation.  
Reason for taking MBSR. Grace heard about the Penn MBSR program for years 
and taking the class logistically fit into her life during the spring. Like the mindfulness 
graduates in Couples 3 and 12, the continuing education credits for her healthcare license 
offered an incentive to participate. Two recent stressors for Grace were a surgery right 
before she started the MBSR class and an estrangement from her adult daughter in the 
past year. The surgery was a preventive measure for ovarian cancer—an illness that took 
her sister’s life and increased Grace’s anxiety about the medical procedure. Grace stated 
that the lack of contact with her adult daughter in the past year greatly distressed her. In 
addition, Ben was navigating a family crisis as both of his parents were seriously ill, 
requiring critical decision making concerning their medical care. Ben was also very busy 
at work. Earlier in the year, the couple attended a few couple therapy sessions for what 
Ben described as “more arguing than normal.” Shortly before Grace began the MBSR 
class, however, Ben requested to put couple therapy on hold because of his pressure at 
work and his parents’ medical issues.  
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RDAS summary. The average RDAS score for this couple was 47, just below the 
distress cutoff and in the distressed range. Grace’s total RDAS score was 50 and above 
the distress cutoff (48), while Ben’s score was lower (44) and below the distress cutoff. 
This difference in RDAS scores suggests that Ben was more dissatisfied with their 
relationship. The difference of 6 points between their total RDAS scores was the fourth 
highest difference in the sample of couples and above the sample average difference of 
4.67. Their consensus and satisfaction subscale scores were very similar. The major 
difference was Grace’s cohesion subscale score (14), which was 5 points higher than 
Ben’s score (9). Grace’s cohesion score was also above the sample average of 12.4 and 
Busby et al.’s (1995) non-distressed sample average (12.4), while Ben’s score was well 
below both the sample average and Busby et al.’s (1995) distressed sample average (9.3). 
The cohesion subscale measures the degree of closeness and shared activities. Because of 
his parents’ illnesses and his job, perhaps Ben’s current stress level contributed to his 
perception of decreased cohesion in the relationship. Based on Grace’s higher total 
RDAS score and cohesion subscale score, she had a more positive assessment of their 
relationship compared to Ben.  
Couple’s story. Grace and Ben went to the same high school and reconnected 
years later at the party of a mutual acquaintance. Grace had been divorced for 
approximately one year, and Ben had recently ended a serious relationship when they met 
again. Ben remembered Grace and asked their acquaintance for her phone number. The 
couple went out to dinner and subsequently began dating. Grace had recently emerged 
from a contentious divorce in which she and her ex-husband were battling over custody 
of their 11 year old daughter. 
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Both Grace and Ben shared that they were committed to their relationship and 
admitted that their relationship has faced difficulties and dissatisfaction over the years. 
Both members of the couple shared that they were compatible and usually agreed on 
major decisions. Grace characterized their current relationship as, “He’s used to me and 
I’m used to him.” Because she was previously divorced, Grace said she did not take the 
comfort of her current relationship for granted. 
Self of the researcher reflections. My experience interviewing this couple was 
challenging and forced me to face my biases and expectations that were revealed during 
the bracketing process. I remember feeling frustrated during and after the interview with 
Grace. I struggled to keep her on topic during the interview because of her scattered 
focus. I paused the recorder several times as she showed me pictures, abruptly got up to 
get a glass of water, showed me a book by her mother’s Sufi teacher, frequently greeted 
her cats, and talked to her cleaning lady—who was vacuuming in the background. I found 
myself feeling judgmental when she said that she did not like the sitting meditation and 
favored the movement practices, because I could see how difficult it was for her to sit 
still. I felt critical of her because she did not commit more time to practice the sitting 
meditation. 
When discussing the history of her relationship, Grace began crying while talking 
about the current estrangement from her adult daughter as well as the death of her father. 
She showed me family photos and I decided to respect the depth of her emotion by not 
rushing her back to the interview topics. She was a very sweet woman who could have 
been feeling lonely amidst her husband’s personal and professional crises and her recent 
retirement. Following this interview, I improved my interviewing skills to respectfully 
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acknowledge important, yet off topic experiences that participants revealed and gently 
navigated them back to the research topic. 
After the interview was completed, I personally felt that Grace was ruining my 
dissertation study. I look back on this critical feeling with humor because reflecting on 
this couple’s interview actually helped me develop more complex thinking about the 
research questions. I recognized my disappointment was directly related to my 
expectations about what I thought the results should be. I felt frustrated that Grace was 
not answering my questions very clearly and that she had not shared much about her 
MBSR experience with her husband. I struggled during Ben’s interview because I was 
concerned that the intimate partner interview guide questions were not relevant for him. 
What do you ask an intimate partner who was oblivious of his spouse’s participation in 
the MBSR program? I experienced moments of panic that my research questions and the 
design of the study were flawed. I now recognize that giving the couple an opportunity to 
reflect during the interview led to increased awareness and new thinking about their 
relationship. Even Ben was able to describe his observations of Grace during the two 
months that she took the MBSR class.  
I began to understand the importance of not labeling Grace’s lack of sharing about 
her MBSR experience with Ben as doing something wrong. For Grace, the MBSR class 
offered a way to benefit and focus on herself while Ben was going through a very 
stressful period. During the couple interview, Ben and Grace discussed the lack of 
sharing about her MBSR experience, and she said that she had not wanted to bother him 
because he seemed too busy. Another aspect is that Grace and Ben have been married a 
long time and described developing parallel lives in some areas of their relationship.  
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The theme of differentiation consistently emerged in my reflections following the 
first four interviews. Similar to the mindfulness graduates in the first three couples, Grace 
recognized a relational pattern that caused her dissatisfaction—which she described as 
“overdo my sense of duty”—and experimented with a new response. She said that the 
development of an observing self from her mindfulness training helped her to catch 
herself when she was about to “overdo” it. From this awareness of “watching my 
behavior,” Grace realized the possibility of choosing a different response. One way of 
understanding differentiation is to increase the range of responses in family 
relationships—increasing response flexibility. The mindfulness graduates in the first 3 
couples also experimented with new responses to their partners as a result of increased 
self-awareness. I began to identify differentiation, increased self-awareness, and response 
flexibility as emerging themes.  
The couple interview felt very chaotic for me when Grace and Ben argued about 
their possible responses to their son’s procrastination in college. Yet, having a front seat 
for the couple’s heated exchange helped me see that Grace was actively trying to 
integrate a new pattern into their relationship instead of “overdoing a sense of duty.” I 
also observed that Ben was not agreeing with Grace and instead felt they had to be more 
hands on with their son. I felt the argument was an example of the negotiation that occurs 
when one member of the couple tries to shift their typical patterns of relating. I believe 
that Grace sharing about what she was working on during the MBSR class may have 
helped the couple in this situation. Ben may have had a context to better understand how 
she was trying to work on her pattern of taking too much responsibility in relationships. 
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I am very grateful for the bracketing process that helped me investigate my 
reactions of disappointment and criticism following this interview. I felt that I did not get 
the result I wanted, but I recognized the value of this couple’s experience when I viewed 
it from a fresh perspective. The relational effects of mindfulness training were subtle and 
difficult to identify, yet the shifts were quite meaningful to Grace and also appreciated by 
Ben.  
As a result, my questions about the data analysis began to evolve: How does 
mindfulness affect relationships? It depends on several moderating variables: 1) the 
receptivity of the intimate partner to the MBSR program; 2) the graduate’s level of 
sharing about the MBSR experience with the intimate partner; 3) the level of stress each 
member of the couple is facing; 4) a parallel path of growth by the intimate partner; 5) 
how much the graduate formally practiced mindfulness; 6) the level of connection the 
graduate had with the MBSR teacher and group; 7) the length of time between the 
completion of the MBSR class and the interview; and 8) the length of the intimate partner 
relationship. 
Couple 5: Alice and Jack  
Demographics. Alice and Jack have been together for 8 years and married for 3 
years. Alice is a 42 year old White academic who recently completed her dissertation, 
and Jack is a 42 year old White college professor who also has a graduate degree. Neither 
member of the couple identifies with any specific religion. They listed their annual 
income in the range of $80-$99K. Like Grace in Couple 4, Alice also finished the MBSR 
class just one week prior to the interview. During her MBSR class, Alice was also 
participating in individual therapy by phone with her long time therapist where Alice 
previously lived. 
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Reason for taking MBSR. Alice had been feeling isolated and uncertain about 
her future while writing her dissertation. Additionally, her father passed away during the 
last year. Alice and Jack had pursued fertility treatment in the last year, but the outcome 
was unsuccessful and placed a strain on their relationship. Alice saw a Penn Program for 
Mindfulness flyer in the fertility clinic advertising a program with Tara Brach, the author 
of the book Radical Acceptance. The term “radical acceptance” strongly resonated with 
her experience of the challenging fertility treatments. She then decided to sign up for the 
class. Neither Alice nor Jack had any previous mindfulness experience. 
RDAS summary. The couple’s average RDAS score was 50, above the clinical 
distress cutoff (48) and placing them in the non-distressed category. Alice’s score (49) 
was just below the mindfulness graduate average of 49.42, while Jack’s score was 51, a 
few points above the intimate partner average of 48.19. Their RDAS score difference of 2 
was the third lowest in the sample after Couple 8 and Couple 2. The couple did not have 
any major differences in their subscale scores. On their consensus subscale, Jack’s score 
was 2 points higher indicating that he felt they had slightly more agreement on issues 
important to the couple than Alice did. Alice’s consensus score (21) was slightly below 
the sample average (22.38), while Jack’s consensus score (23) was slightly above the 
average. Their satisfaction subscale scores (A: 16; J: 15) were similar and above the 
sample average (13.73), indicating that their non-distressed satisfaction level was shared. 
Jack’s cohesion subscale score (13) was one point higher than Alice’s score (12), and 
their scores bookended the sample average (12.4). The couple seemed to have 
congruence on their sense of closeness and participation in shared activities. 
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Couple’s story. Alice and Jack met at a friend’s wedding and enjoyed spending 
time with each other. Their subsequent 5-year courtship prior to marriage involved 
commuting to see each other across long distances since they lived in different cities 
while Alice was in graduate school. Both members of the couple voiced their 
commitment to their relationship during the interviews. Alice described Jack as “the calm 
one” and herself as the person “who moves things forward.” Jack stated that maybe he 
valued individual time more than Alice. He observed that Alice’s move to his city 
seemed difficult and isolating for her. During the MBSR program, Alice did successfully 
defend her dissertation. As a result of the unsuccessful fertility treatments and the 
completion of her degree, Alice stated that the couple was now facing uncertainty and 
imperfect compromises during her academic job search.  
Self of the researcher reflections. My confidence in the interviewing process 
and the validity of my research inquiry grew while interviewing Alice and Jack. They 
both had more to say than they thought they would, and Jack remarked on the emergent 
quality of the interview process at the end of our conversation. I noted the importance of 
Alice’s descriptions that taking the mindfulness class seemed like an impulsive whim and 
that mindfulness felt like a foreign concept. As a result, I believe she was cautious and 
practiced more restraint when sharing with Jack how meaningful the class was for her. 
During the couple interview, I noticed that Alice seemed to minimize the effects of the 
MBSR training compared to her individual interview without Jack. The uncertainty that 
she expressed during her individual interview regarding the perceived benefits of MBSR 
seemed to amplify when she discussed them in front of Jack. During the couple 
interview, she was more likely to second guess herself and try to talk her way out of 
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stating that the MBSR training helped her. Although Jack seemed like a gentle and 
supportive partner, I noticed the differences in how Alice constructed meaning based on 
who was present in the interview. This difference signaled to me how important the 
relationship context is for a mindfulness graduate continuing to practice and integrate 
their experiences from the mindfulness training. 
Since Alice felt she experienced dramatic effects from the MBSR training, the 
challenging part of the interview was Jack’s tempered perception of the benefits of 
MBSR. He did say that she was a little calmer and more accepting, but he did not really 
feel it made a significant difference in their relationship. His distinction became a pivot 
point in how I began thinking about the research questions in new ways. I initially felt 
frustrated about Jack’s response. I could not understand how Alice being calmer and 
more accepting was not automatically viewed as directly benefitting him and their 
relationship. From Jack’s perspective, mindfulness training—at least 8 weeks of it—did 
not change their relationship. He identified positive changes in Alice, but it was not as 
meaningful for him. I realized that intimate partners seem to make meaning of MBSR 
differently compared to the MBSR graduates. For Jack, the MBSR training was 
something Alice did individually that was good for her, but did not necessarily affect 
him. Yet, he was supportive of her continuing to practice mindfulness.  
During her individual interview, Alice shared a story about secretly practicing 
mindful listening with Jack and noticing that he talked more. She said that she realized 
that “I didn’t give him a lot of space.” I was frustrated that Jack did not notice Alice was 
listening differently—since she felt the effect of mindful listening was so profound. Once 
again, I recognized my own hope that the intimate partner would notice the same 
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important moments as the mindfulness graduate herself. After identifying my 
disappointment, I asked myself: Is it some kind of a failure if the intimate partner does 
not notice a change that the mindfulness graduate thought was profound? I remembered 
from my couple therapy training about multiple realities in intimate partner relationships. 
Each member of a couple has her/his own view of the relationship. These two versions of 
the relationship can have some overlap, but one member’s version is never fully 
congruent with the other member’s version. This incongruence is often an opportunity for 
growth and acceptance during couples therapy. Perhaps their lack of congruence 
regarding Alice’s mindful listening is an opportunity for a modification to the MBSR 
curriculum or for a new type of relationally focused intervention. Jack did report that 
Alice seemed calmer and happier, and so there seems to be distinct benefits that the 
partner can see in the graduate individually. But maybe MBSR participants could be 
encouraged to share insights about their relationship to their partners. For example, Alice 
practicing mindful listening with Jack in secret was notable in this example. Jack had no 
way to understand or participate in Alice’s growing awareness from her MBSR training. 
This lack of sharing may have reduced the impact on their relationship, making it more 
challenging to integrate Alice’s insight into their relational dynamics. 
I began to see that the intimate partners had thus far been supportive and 
universally positive about the individual benefits of MBSR for the graduates. But they 
had not previously considered the effects on their relationships. From my interview with 
Jack, I realized that the interview process itself was an intervention by asking the intimate 
partners to take the time to reflect on how the mindfulness graduates affected them and 
their relationship. The interview invited them to think systemically, which is not a default 
163 
way of thinking. Since the mindfulness graduates had the primary experience, the 
meaning of the MBSR training was deeper and easier for the graduates to access. The 
intimate partners did not go through the MBSR training with the graduates and 
consequently may not be attuned to subtle shifts in the graduates. Unless the graduates 
explicitly shared specific experiences from their MBSR training, the intimate partners 
tended to notice only the broader, more general benefits and not the more subtle shifts 
that the graduates described.   
Couple 6: William and Leah  
Demographics. Leah and William have been together for 3 years and began 
living together one year ago. They are newlyweds and were married one month prior to 
the interview, during William’s participation in the MBSR class. He is a 40 year old 
engineer and she is a 34 year old human service professional. Both are White, Jewish, 
and have bachelor’s degrees. They reported their household income as above $100K. 
Both were taking antidepressant medication, and they also attended their first couples 
therapy session one week prior to the interview. 
Reason for taking MBSR. William had been experiencing job stress with a 
layoff pending. Prior to taking the MBSR course, he stated that he was struggling with 
“very bad stress and anxiety everyday” and that he was “a basket case.” The couple was 
also planning their wedding, which caused more stress. He stated that Leah told him one 
day, “Everyday I have to deal with this! You have to do something about it!”  
He was intrigued by a sentence he recently read in an Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy book, which said, “anxiety cannot live in the present moment.” 
During this stressful period, he was discussing the book with his wife’s family friend, 
who was a graduate of the MBSR program. The family friend suggested that he sign up 
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for the MBSR program. William specifically stated why he decided to take the MBSR 
class, “That was the reason for doing it, right? It was, ‘My relationship is very important 
to me. My anxiety is damaging our relationship. I must do something about my anxiety.’” 
At the time of the interview, William had completed the Penn MBSR program 1 week 
earlier.   
RDAS summary. William and Leah’s average RDAS score was 47, placing them 
just below the clinical cutoff (48) and into the distressed category. William’s score (49) 
was four points higher than Leah’s score (45) and was above the distress cutoff. Their 
RDAS score difference of 4 put them slightly under the sample average of couples’ 
differences (4.67). As described in the case study below, William felt more optimistic 
about the changes from the MBSR program than Leah did. Leah definitely saw 
improvement regarding William’s anxiety, but she still felt that he “dumped” on her. So 
his higher score and their scores straddling both sides of the RDAS distress cutoff 
intuitively made sense.  
Their satisfaction subscale scores were similar (William: 16; Leah: 14) and above 
the sample average (13.73). Leah’s cohesion subscale score (7) was tied for the lowest in 
the sample (with intimate partner 9), was well below the sample average (12.4), and was 
even below Busby et al.’s (1995) distressed couple sample average (9.3). William’s 
cohesion subscale score was 6 points higher (13) than Leah’s and was above the sample 
average. Yet William’s consensus subscale score (20) was four points lower than Leah’s 
subscale score (24) and was below the sample average (22.38). From these differences in 
the cohesion and consensus subscales, Leah felt their level of closeness and shared 
activities was significantly lower, and William felt their agreement on important issues 
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was lower. These subscale differences may reflect how each member of the couple places 
priority on a different domain in their relationship. 
Couple’s story. The couple met 4.5 years ago through an online group that 
gathered weekly for social activities together. William said they were close friends for the 
first year and a half before they began dating. Both had been dating other people during 
that time period. William said that his ex-girlfriend broke up with him because she 
thought he was interested in Leah. William later shared this possibility with Leah, and 
she was surprised. They tentatively started dating and began spending a lot of time with 
each other. After becoming engaged, William bought a house in the suburbs where the 
couple now lives. 
William described Leah as “the adventurous” and “spontaneous one,” while he is 
more of a saver and a planner. For example, they were planning an adventure travel 
honeymoon inspired by Leah. William also admitted that the anxiety and stress interfered 
with his ability to listen to Leah. Identifying a history of depression, Leah described how 
William’s anxiety and her depression compounded each other: “And throughout our 
relationship, his anxiety has been an issue. I mean. . . and it sort of comes right up against 
my depression.” Despite this difficulty, both William and Leah stated they were satisfied 
and committed to their relationship. 
Self of the researcher reflections. I was excited during the interview with 
William. The positive effects from MBSR that he reported seemed very significant to 
him. As a male engineer, he was not a typical MBSR participant and took the class 
because of how anxiety was negatively affecting his relationship with Leah. He seemed 
to be answering my research questions in the way that I had hoped. When William said 
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that Leah now demanded that he meditate every day, I thought my hopes for how 
mindfulness could affect relationships had come true. Leah coaching him through the 
first couple weeks of the program also supported my belief that no matter how effective 
any individual intervention is, the outcome is critically influenced by the level of social 
support for the participant. 
When I spoke with Leah individually, she was still frustrated about William’s 
anxiety and expected more from the MBSR program. I remember noticing a sinking 
feeling that perhaps the glorious and wonderful effects of mindfulness practice on their 
relationship were not all what William had described during his individual interview. I 
initially felt I had to find some way to spin Leah’s responses so I could prove the validity 
of mindfulness practice for relationships. Reflecting further after their interview, I 
reminded myself about my qualitative training and the phenomenology methodology: 
“Just listen to what the participants are saying and capture their experiences.” If I never 
spoke to Leah, I would not have understood the nuances of how mindfulness affected 
their relationship. I would have thought mindfulness solved their major relationship issue. 
I am now quite grateful to the research design for helping me to uncover more 
complexity. I began to trust that what the couples were sharing was infinitely more 
interesting and complex than any of my previous theories or expectations. 
William conveyed relational implications of the MBSR training that were 
meaningful to him. The benefits of the practice were certainly recognized by Leah, but 
she was more subdued and less enthusiastic compared to William. I think their 
relationship was so laborious for Leah, and she still felt like William placed too much 
weight on her by consistently processing his anxiety with her. She demanded that he 
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meditate everyday because she felt like he finally has a tool, which takes pressure off her. 
Yet, she said the mindfulness training did not have an effect on their relationship.  
Contemplating Leah’s assessment, I began to ask myself what constitutes 
relationship change in the perceptions of people in a relationship. Does there need to be a 
shared experience for the attribution of relationship change to occur? What specifically 
needs to change to reach the shared perception of relationship change in a couple? When 
one person improves in some area that affects her/his partner, could that be perceived as 
relationship change by the partner? I began to form a theory that perhaps the level of 
William’s improvement was not significant enough to Leah to be defined as a 
relationship change. If there were more changes in William, perhaps it might have felt 
like a relationship change to Leah. Leah observed William’s improvement and 
experienced how it positively affected her own mental health, but it was not relationship 
change to her. The intimate partner certainly benefits, but the effects are muted compared 
to the graduate. Based on their reflections, I wondered if I gave the RDAS measure pre- 
and post-intervention, would there be statistically significant improvement in their 
relationship? In my own expectations, I realized that I was looking for very large effect 
sizes regarding the perceptual shifts of the partner. The following questions emerged 
from this interview: 1) How do I accurately express the subtle effects on intimate partner 
relationships without overstating them? 2) How do the length of the intimate partner 
relationship and the couple’s satisfaction level influence how mindfulness training 
affected the relationships? 3) Does the intimate partner attribute relationship change only 
when the level of individual change in the participant is large enough and meaningful 
enough? 
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In my proposal, I wrote that intimate partners were the litmus test regarding the 
relational effects of mindfulness training. I started to wonder if a longer dose of 
mindfulness or a shared couple experience is required to really affect the entrenched 
patterns of a long-term intimate relationship. What would be required to better transfer 
the beneficial effects of MBSR to intimate partner relationships? I considered the 
following ideas: 1) somehow orienting the family members to be supportive of the 
MBSR participant; 2) encouraging participants to share more with their partners during 
the MBSR program; 3) emphasizing the mindful communications experiential exercises; 
or 4) creating a family night to create an opportunity for processing the MBSR 
experience with loved ones. After completing the couple interviews, I recognized that 
couples did not have the opportunity to share with each other about how the MBSR 
program affected them and their relationship. Perhaps creating more opportunities for this 
mutual sharing to occur might help to better integrate the benefits into the relationship.  
Couple 7: Samantha and Jim  
Demographics. Jim and Samantha are unique in this study because they are the 
only couple who took the MBSR class together. The couple has been married for 19 years 
and together for 23 years. Jim is a 45 year old engineer, while Samantha is a 41 year old 
homemaker. They have four kids ranging in age from 7 years old to high school age. 
They are both White, Catholic, and have bachelor’s degrees. They listed their household 
income as above $100K.  
The couple has been seeing a couples and sex therapist for 4 years to treat 
premature ejaculation and vulvar vestibulitis—a condition with marked pain and irritation 
that can make intercourse difficult. Jim described that “we both have really grown in the 
last few years” through couples therapy. Their past and continued therapy during the 
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MBSR program seemed to be a critical variable for how they integrated MBSR into their 
relationship. Jim was also recently diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and 
began taking medication.  
Reason for taking MBSR. Samantha was referred to the MBSR program by their 
couples therapist for pain management of vulvar vestibulitis. She had three previous 
surgeries for her medical condition and was planning to start physical therapy. The 
couples therapist also suggested that Jim consider taking the MBSR course to help with 
his premature ejaculation and ADD. Samantha researched MBSR classes and was 
planning to take a morning class in the city. When Jim decided to take the class with 
Samantha as a way to spend time with her, the couple took an evening class in the 
suburbs instead. This class selection process was important in later discussions between 
Jim and Samantha. Neither person had any formal mindfulness experience prior to the 
training. But Samantha did have some experience with mindful eating from practicing a 
diet that helped her lose a significant amount of weight in the last 2 years. I interviewed 
the couple 2 weeks after they completed their MBSR class through the Penn program. 
RDAS summary. The couple’s total RDAS score average was 52.5, the second 
highest in the sample after Couple 3. Jim’s total RDAS score was 51 and Samantha’s 
total RDAS score was 54. Samantha’s higher score suggests that Jim did make some 
improvements in empathy during the MBSR class. . Based on their descriptions in the 
case study below, Samantha seemed less satisfied prior to MBSR because of her 
frustration with Jim’s lack of empathy. Their RDAS score difference of 3 was below the 
sample average of 4.67, demonstrating congruent views of their relationship. 
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The couple had similar consensus subscale scores (Jim: 26; Samantha: 25) and 
satisfaction subscale scores (Jim: 15; Samantha: 16). The consensus scores were the 
highest in the sample and suggested that the couple agreed on matters of importance to 
their relationship. Their satisfaction subscale scores were tied for the highest in the 
sample with three other couples (Couples 3, 5, 10). Interestingly, Jim’s cohesion subscale 
score (10) was lower than both Samantha’s score (13) and the sample average (12.4), 
indicating that he felt less closeness and less enjoyment of shared activities than 
Samantha. This lower cohesion score may relate to the sexual issues caused by 
Samantha’s medical condition.  
Couple’s story. From a set up orchestrated by his sister, Jim met Samantha when 
he was 23 and she was 18. He had recently come out of a long-term relationship and had 
previously been engaged. The couple grew serious quickly, and Samantha consistently 
visited Jim while she attended college. Samantha stated that Jim was her first love. She 
said she felt comforted by Jim’s “big, loud Italian family” since they were so different 
from her quiet, Scottish family.   
Samantha reported being “extremely satisfied” in their relationship, while Jim 
stated his satisfaction is “getting better and better all the time.” Both noted the 
effectiveness of their couples therapy. During the couple interview, they spoke very 
openly with each other about their relationship. Since I interviewed Jim first, he provided 
the initial description of their relationship dynamics. He characterized himself as the “fix 
it” problem solver who tried to please Samantha and “not rock the boat.” He described 
Samantha as “the planner” who organizes the household and is a social “networker.” 
Some of their key differences were Jim being the more spontaneous, “have fun, [ ] idea 
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guy,” while Samantha thought more about the consequences. Samantha agreed with Jim’s 
descriptions and expanded on a major communication issue. She felt like he was often 
trying to fix a problem when she just wanted him to empathically listen to her. 
Self of the researcher reflections. I really enjoyed interviewing Jim and 
Samantha at their home. They took turns caring for their children while the other was 
interviewed. As a new parent, I was awestruck by the symphony of arrivals and 
departures of their children and how they juggled all of this together as a team. Their 
progress in the last few years, through couples therapy and most recently the MBSR 
training, was also inspiring to me. They openly shared their difficulties and seemed to be 
in a much stronger place in their relationship. 
The inclusion of this couple in the study sample was a result of discussing the 
eligibility criteria with several mentors and deciding to leave the mindfulness experience 
of the intimate partner completely open. Both members of this couple fit the eligibility 
criteria of the mindfulness graduate, and the experience of their intimate partner taking 
the class with them did not exclude them from the study. Because they took the MBSR 
class together and had ongoing couples therapy, I have been thinking about this couple as 
an extreme case analysis demonstrating a higher level of relational change and integration 
from the mindfulness class.  
I wondered if two key variables contributed to their experience. First, they had 
extensive previous couples therapy as a foundation for thinking relationally about their 
marriage. Second, they experienced the MBSR intervention together as a shared 
experience. Also, as a result of their shared experience, they were very supportive and 
observant of each other during the MBSR program. During the couple interview, they 
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also said they would not have had such a valuable shared experience even if they took the 
MBSR class at the same time but were in different classes. They felt the MBSR teachers 
and groups can be so different. Ironically, they also said they did not take the MBSR 
course to work on their relationship. They felt that the MBSR class was just one more 
thing that could be helpful. 
After interviewing this couple, I reflected whether mindfulness could be a catalyst 
for change. With couples therapy as a foundation, this couple seemed more open to trying 
new things together. When they began the MBSR class together, patterns began to shift. I 
believe their shared MBSR experience catalyzed what they were already working on 
together in couples therapy. If they had not been working on their relationship prior to the 
MBSR class, I do not think these shifts would have occurred. Their positive MBSR 
outcome was an interaction between what they did before and how mindfulness helped to 
further activate change. In fact, I said during the couple interview, “It's almost like you've 
prepared the environment for it [change] to occur.” Their reflections genuinely sounded 
like second-order change. They both stated that Jim achieved more individual benefits, 
while Samantha stated that she benefitted from the relational change created by his 
individual improvement. Yet, her descriptions of her own communication shifts were 
quite remarkable and meaningful to her. 
Another reflection about this couple’s shared experience may be helpful in 
understanding the majority of couples in this sample who did not take the MBSR class 
together. Samantha and Jim had a conversation about two-thirds through the MBSR 
course about the effects of the class. Both Jim and Samantha could not see their own 
individual changes in themselves, but both could see the positive changes in the other—
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their intimate partner. For example, Samantha recalled telling Jim, “I’ve noticed changes 
in you, but I haven’t noticed anything in me.” In an inverse fashion, Jim stated that 
Samantha did not recognize his increased focus until he pointed it out to her. She then 
said, “You’re right. I’ve seen some of those things.” Their shared MBSR experience 
illustrates the subtlety of change and how intimate partners may not pick up on 
everything the MBSR participant is experiencing unless it is explicitly shared and co-
constructed. Samantha said, for example, “I know that's something that we wouldn't have 
noticed if we weren't both taking the class together.” They both benefitted from their 
conversation about the effects of MBSR when each stated the changes that she/he saw in 
the other. This conversation then amplified the changes. This example reflects the 
potential value of having an intimate partner who supports and shares in the class—
perhaps even if the intimate partner does not take the class with the MBSR participant. 
But couples who take the class together may be more attuned to the changes in the other.  
Even though the couple had a shared experience taking the MBSR training 
together, the phenomenon of multiple realities within the couple emerged again. In their 
individual case study stories (see Appendix J), both members of the couple recognized 
the importance of Jim cleaning the garage. Yet, each member of the couple made a 
different attribution about why it occurred. Jim attributed cleaning the garage as a 
progression from “the de-cluttering” of his mind in meditation. Samantha attributed his 
cleaning the garage to the new way that she spoke to him as a result of her MBSR 
training. Both were meaningful attributions for each and were not denied by the other 
member of the couple during their couple interview. But Jim and Samantha demonstrated 
a high level of congruence about the significance of specific events during their MBSR 
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training. Even with all of these similarities, how they made meaning of a key event was 
still different. 
Couple 8: Alex and Anne  
Demographics. Alex and Anne are both 30 years old and have been together for 
10 years. The couple has lived together on and off for 8 years. They are both White, have 
graduate degrees, and do not affiliate with any specific religion. Alex has been on state 
disability as a result of depression, but he recently started a new customer service job 
during the MBSR program. They reported their annual income as between $40-$59K.  
At the time of their interview, Alex was about to move back in with Anne the 
following week. Alex had been seeing a therapist for 2 years and was taking 
antidepressant medication. But he stated that the medication had not been very helpful. 
Anne had been recently laid off from her position as a schoolteacher because of state 
budget cuts.  
Reason for taking MBSR. Prior to taking the MBSR program, Alex was 
struggling with chronic depression for over 10 years. His parents were selling their home 
where he had been living and were about to relocate. He had not worked in years. He said 
that his relationship with Anne was “on the edge” and he knew something had to change. 
His individual therapy was helpful, but he still felt stuck. When he was looking for 
depression relief over 5 years ago, he and Anne tried a small amount of meditation 
practice on their own and read a Jon Kabat-Zinn book. But neither developed a sustained 
meditation practice.  
He stumbled across the Jefferson MBSR program while walking by their city 
offices and was approved to take the MBSR class as a scholarship participant. He said 
that he would not have been able to afford the class otherwise. He and Anne were 
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interviewed 3 weeks after his completion of the MBSR class. At the time of the 
interview, he had begun another 8-week MBSR course on scholarship. He signed up for 
the class again because he was afraid that he would not be able to maintain the changes 
from his initial MBSR class.  
RDAS summary. After both members described their relationship being on the 
edge prior to the MBSR program, the couple were in the non-distressed range with an 
average RDAS couple score of 48.5. Alex’s total score was 49 and Anne’s was 48. The 1 
point difference in their scores was the lowest difference among all the couples in this 
sample. Their cohesion subscale scores—assessing the level of closeness and shared 
activities—were both high (14) compared to the sample average of 12.4. Alex and 
Anne’s satisfaction subscale levels were 15 and 14 respectively, also higher than the 
13.73 sample average. Their consensus subscale scores were both lower (20) than the 
group average of 22.38 and about equal with Busby et al.’s (1995) distressed couple 
sample average of 20.1. These lower consensus scores suggest that they both felt that 
they had less agreement on important items in their relationship. These consensus scores 
placed them closer to the distressed range, while their cohesion and satisfaction levels 
were far into the non-distressed range. As described below, their lower consensus scores 
may reflect a difference in values, especially around work.   
Couple’s story. The couple met during their freshman year in college when they 
lived near each other. They began dating during their junior year and have maintained a 
long distance relationship at different times. Anne characterized their relationship as 
being a “different relationship each year” with all the twists and turns. They both went to 
graduate school and commuted to see each other. Anne also obtained a teaching job two 
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years ago in Alex’s hometown. The couple then lived together with Alex’s parents for 
awhile. 
Alex said his depression began to place a strain on their relationship during 
graduate school. He left his graduate program to move home in 2008, but did eventually 
complete his degree. He shared that he had not worked since finishing graduate school. 
His lack of a job was a real “bone of contention” in their relationship. He said Anne was 
more practical and handled the logistical decisions, while he was in a more emotionally 
supportive role and had some alternative friends with whom Anne did not hang out.  
Prior to the MBSR class, the couple was facing a crisis. They reported having a 
“big discussion” in which Anne clearly stated she wanted “an equal partner.” She felt that 
their relationship was similar to a parent-child dynamic with Alex as the dependent. Alex 
needed to find a place to live because of his parent’s relocation, and Anne drew a 
boundary that he could not move in with her unless he first had a job and was making a 
financial contribution. Alex said that he wanted to make the relationship work and would 
find a job. Based on their history, Alex was “pretty nervous” and disclosed, “I think she 
was sort of like waiting for me to not do what I said I was going to do.” 
Self of the researcher reflections. The individual interviews with Alex and Anne 
went over the allotted 2.5 hour interview time frame, resulting in the third and final part 
of the interview process with the couple together being truncated to only 8 recorded 
minutes. Since Anne’s parking meter was expiring in 2 minutes and Alex was late for a 
6PM class, I made the decision to stop the interview and obtained their consent to talk 
with them as we walked to their car. During this walk, new details emerged. For example, 
Anne remembered while we were walking together that her parents’ perception of Alex 
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improved since he found a job during the MBSR program. This information was an 
important detail describing how the effects of Alex’s MBSR training had expanded 
beyond their relationship. 
  The main reason why the interview went so long is that Alex was very articulate 
and had so much to say. His story was very gripping and quite dramatic. What I found 
most notable about this couple is how Alex’s MBSR training translated into action and 
how these actions made such a difference for Anne. She was very supportive and 
expressed hope that he would keep practicing. Alex was also frightened about what might 
happen if he did not continue mindfulness practice now that he was working again.  
 I kept considering some reflections that Anne made about change during her 
individual interview. I talked about my curiosity of her experience while Alex was 
practicing mindfulness every day over the last 2 months. I asked her whether his 
meditation practice affected how he was with her in their relationship. I wondered if she 
noticed if his mindfulness practice led to any appearances of the attitudes associated with 
practice—such as acceptance and nonjudgment. I felt a light bulb go off when I heard her 
answer, which was drawn from her experience as a schoolteacher: 
I don’t know. It’s hard for me to notice gradual changes sometimes, I think, like, 
with all of us. [I asked her to tell me more about that statement.] Well, you know, 
it’s like when there’s a child, and you live with the child, and they’re growing, 
you don’t maybe necessarily notice. But then your friend, who hasn’t seen the 
child, might notice that they’re taller after having not seen them for a couple 
months. So, I mean I noticed that with my students. If I don’t see them in the 
hallway for a couple months. Like, “You’ve gotten tall.” You know?   
 
In the context of a couple relationships, it may be hard to notice subtle and 
gradual changes when we are with someone every day. Alex actually finding a job and 
following through on his stated commitment represented substantial change for Anne. 
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She noticed the difference from her previous experiences with Alex and felt that MBSR 
truly helped their relationship. But perhaps attitudes such as acceptance or nonjudgment 
are more difficult to see in an intimate partner relationship since they can develop 
gradually. Intimate partners discuss what they see. As evidenced in Couples 5 and 6, the 
intimate partners were not aware that the MBSR participants were trying to listen to them 
in a different way. But the intimate partners did notice more explicit changes when the 
MBSR participants behaved differently. For example, Leah in Couple 6 noticed that 
William was managing his anxiety a little better and not “dumping” on her as much. 
This reflection on the perception of change raised a question for me: What do 
intimate partners notice and what might intimate partners not notice? Perhaps this 
question targets where the subtlety in gradual change might reside. The mindfulness 
graduates have reported feeling that something different is happening—that they feel they 
are exploring a new process. The intimate partners notice that something good is 
happening for the graduates and want to support them. But exactly how the graduates’ 
development—their felt sense of something happening—actually affects their 
relationship seems to be more subtle and mixed for both the graduates and the intimate 
partners. 
This interview with Alex and Anne illustrates a potential way in which second-
order change in a couple’s relationship is recognized by the intimate partner. A major 
relationship change was noted by the intimate partners when they observed the 
mindfulness participants taking effective actions in an important area of their 
relationships. Both Anne (of Couple 8) and Samantha (of Couple 7) noticed their partners 
make marked improvement on relational issues that were personally important to them. 
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With Leah in couple 6, she noticed improvement with William’s anxiety, but she 
expressed disappointment that the marked improvement that she hoped for did not fully 
manifest. Both Anne and Samantha made the attribution that their partner’s participation 
in MBSR helped their relationship. Leah described how William’s MBSR participation 
positively affected her, but it somehow fell short of affecting their relationship.  
Related to gradual change, I was also moved by Alex stating that he felt 
completing the MBSR program was just the beginning. I began to notice that the 
mindfulness graduates who had just completed the MBSR program within the last month 
(Couples 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8) were still actively engaged in trying to understand what their 
MBSR experience meant for them. Like I described above, the graduates felt that they 
had experienced a new and different way of relating with their lives through the MBSR 
training. But they needed more time to put their experience in perspective and understand 
what it meant for them moving forward. They still felt very much “in process” and were 
not sure what would follow next. Alex expressed a significant amount of humility, that he 
was more aware of the majority of the moments of his life when he was not mindful. The 
MBSR experience had showed him all the places in his life where he could grow if he 
continued to practice. These recent graduates appeared to be in such a liminal state. I 
could see that an 8-week intervention was only an introduction and that follow-up 
programs with graduates could potentially build upon the changes in progress and help 
the graduates integrate larger changes into their intimate partner relationships and their 
lives. 
Couple 9: Dan and Sophia 
Demographics. Dan (33 years old) and Sophia (32 years old) met in college and 
have been together for 12 years. They married 6 years ago and lived together for 2 years 
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prior to their marriage. Dan is a business consultant and Sophia works as a guidance 
counselor. Both members of the couple are White, Catholic, and have graduate degrees. 
The couple has two small children—the oldest child is 2 years old. They listed their 
household income as over $100K. The couple is one of the three couples in this study in 
which the intimate partner (Sophia) had previously taken the MBSR class and 
recommended that the participant (Dan) also take it. 
Reason for taking MBSR. Following a tragic miscarriage of twins, Sophia took 
the Penn MBSR class two years ago when she was pregnant again with their first child. 
Since completing the class, she periodically asked Dan to also take the MBSR class. The 
couple participated in an Imago couples weekend workshop one year ago, but Sophia 
shared her frustration that they had stopped doing the exercises at home. Struggling with 
conflict in their relationship, Sophia gave Dan the option of either beginning couples 
therapy or taking the MBSR class. Dan chose the MBSR program because he also 
thought it could help him with stress from his job. Dan completed the Penn MBSR 
program 3 weeks prior to the interview and had no previous mindfulness experience. The 
couple also had two different male MBSR teachers. 
RDAS summary. Dan’s total RDAS score was 46, while Sophia had the lowest 
RDAS score in the sample at 36. The difference of 10 in their RDAS scores was the 
highest difference between partners in the sample, indicating different views of their 
relationship. Their average RDAS score of 41 was the lowest average couple score in the 
sample and within the distressed range. Their consensus subscale scores were both 23 and 
above the sample average (22.38), suggesting they agreed on matters of importance. Yet 
their satisfaction and cohesion subscale scores were both below the sample average and 
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indicated significant differences between Sophia and Dan. In addition, Sophia’s 
satisfaction and cohesion subscale scores were the lowest in the sample. For example, 
Dan’s satisfaction score of 12 was below the sample average of 13.73, but Sophia’s score 
was only 6. The cohesion scale scores also indicated a difference in views as Dan had a 
score of 11 and Sophia had a score of 7. Their cohesion scores were well below the 
sample cohesion subscale average of 12.4. Both Sophia and Dan felt their relationship 
was distressed. Yet Sophia perceived that their relationship satisfaction, closeness, and 
shared activities were much lower than Dan’s perspective. As described below, Sophia 
was disappointed about the results of Dan taking the MBSR class. Thus, Sophia’s lower 
subscale scores appear to be congruent with her interview descriptions. 
Couple’s story. The couple first met when Dan was the deejay for Sophia’s 
sorority party. They talked for a long time the first night, and Sophia described, 
“Immediately I felt like I knew him for a long time.” They dated throughout college and 
maintained a long distance relationship after Dan graduated a year before Sophia. When 
Sophia found a teaching job after college, Dan eventually moved to the same location in 
order to be with her.  
Three years ago, Sophia miscarried twins six months into her pregnancy. There 
was no medical reason for the miscarriage, and Dan described it was “very, very tough 
for both of us.” This loss created “a strain” in their relationship, and Sophia felt Dan was 
not providing the emotional support that she needed. Dan said, “I tried to sympathize as 
much as I could.” Struggling with grief, anxiety, and their relationship conflict, Sophia 
took the MBSR class at Penn when she became pregnant again approximately 2 years 
ago. The subsequent arrival of their first child two years ago was healing for the couple, 
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but both stated that the loss of the twins was “a turning point” in their relationship. 
Sophia said the relationship “was a lot better” after they participated in a weekend Imago 
workshop together over a year ago, and so she decided to try becoming pregnant again. 
The couple then noticed increased conflict again during Sophia’s pregnancy with their 
second child.  
 Sophia said, “Satisfaction is probably not what it should be” in the relationship, 
and that “I just keep on hoping things are going to get better.” Dan stated that he was 
committed to the relationship, but also recognized that “when there's a lot of stress and a 
lot of things come up, it, um. . . we usually take it out on each other.” Dan described that 
he and Sophia are “personality-wise, opposites.” He said Sophia is “more spontaneous” 
and “easygoing,” while he is “thorough” and “organized.” Dan felt that conflict arose 
because “we’re just really different.” Sophia also characterized Dan as being a “more 
type A” personality compared to her, which she said can lead to him becoming 
“impatient” and “hurtful.” She understands they are both tired at the end of the day as 
working parents, but she would like Dan to place more of a priority on their relationship. 
She would like him to express more affection, to speak more respectfully to her, and to be 
more patient.  
At the time of the interview, Sophia felt they needed couples therapy. With their 
two young children, the couple has faced logistical difficulties beginning couples therapy 
together since they do not have any family living nearby who can take care of their young 
children. The couple was also preparing to sell their home and move out of state for 
Dan’s new job opportunity. They had just recently returned from a house hunting trip in 
their new location when I interviewed them. 
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Self of the researcher reflections. Hearing about Sophia and Dan’s loss of their 
twins and how this tragedy had shaken their relationship deeply affected me. The stress 
of being in the early childhood stage of family development when both parents are 
working full-time resonated with me. My wife had given birth to our first child three 
months before I conducted this interview, and I felt a lot of empathy towards this couple. 
When I first arrived at their home for the interview, the couple appeared bright, cheerful, 
and connected. Following the interview, I felt grateful for having received a deeper and 
expanded perspective from Dan and Sophia about the challenges that we inevitably face 
in intimate partner relationships. I would have had no idea that this couple was struggling 
from my initial observations. 
 Dan was definitely more positive about the effects of his MBSR participation 
compared to Sophia’s perceptions. She was happy that he took the MBSR class, but their 
relationship was still far away from where she wanted it to be. Once again, the inclusion 
of the intimate partner’s reflection added depth and complexity to understanding the 
relational effects of mindfulness training. Sophia’s disappointment reminded me of Leah, 
the dissatisfied intimate partner from Couple 6 who had hoped for a bigger decrease in 
William’s anxiety. I reflected that perhaps when people are in distressed relationships, the 
negative relational patterns feel so much more salient and challenging. Even when one 
member of the couple makes some individual progress, it may be difficult to significantly 
change a powerful and destructive pattern that organizes the relationship. Intimate 
partners in these distressed relationships may state that the mindfulness graduate 
improved, but then express their disappointment because they hoped for more change.  
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 In the couple’s individual stories (see Appendix J), Dan and Sophia both 
described their versions of an argument that escalated. Dan tried to pause during the 
argument, and Sophia viewed this pause as “he didn't care about how I was feeling in the 
moment.” The couple’s argument and their different interpretations of Dan’s pausing 
elucidated how relational dynamics can affect the integration of mindfulness skills. Dan’s 
efforts to calm down and de-escalate demonstrated his attempt to reorganize a pattern of 
relational conflict, but the couple got stuck implementing the change. Their conflict 
actually increased because Dan tried to pause without communicating to Sophia what he 
was attempting to do for their relationship. I felt like this couple just needed some support 
to make some improvements in their relationship. Mindfulness can provide beneficial 
skills to decrease emotional reactivity, but the couple needed more help integrating these 
skills into their relationship. I compared Sophia and Dan with Jim and Samantha of 
Couple 7, who took the MBSR class together. If Sophia and Dan had a foundation of 
couples therapy like Couple 7 or 11, they might have negotiated Dan’s efforts to pause 
more effectively.  
Sophia’s previous mindfulness experience as the intimate partner also triggered 
new ideas. Like Couple 1 and Couple 7, mindfulness became an experience that Dan and 
Sophia could share with each other. During their couple interview, Dan shared that they 
hoped to create a meditation room in their new home. Sophia also felt that now Dan 
better understood the value of mindfulness and that they could support each other in 
practicing. Yet, Sophia issuing an ultimatum to Dan to take the course was very different 
than the intimate partner referrals in Couple 1 or 11. Because Sophia felt their 
relationship needed help, there was a greater urgency when she made the referral to Dan. 
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Sophia’s desire for Dan to take the class was similar to the reflections of the mindfulness 
graduates in Couples 2, 3, 5, 6, and 8. When MBSR participants connected with the 
mindfulness practice, they often felt it could be helpful to their partners too. Embedded 
within that desire, however, can be an edge of judgment toward their partners. There is a 
hope that mindfulness can change their partners and their irritating behaviors. Although 
Sophia was influenced by her own previous MBSR experience, my perception was that 
Sophia’s level of dissatisfaction in the relationship exerted the most influence on her 
expectations of Dan’s MBSR participation and on her subsequent disappointment in his 
improvements from the MBSR course.  
Couple 10: Jennifer and Eli 
Demographics. Jennifer (33 years old) and Eli (39 years old) have been married 
for almost 8 years after dating for a year. The couple has two daughters, a 2 year old and 
a 4 year old. Eli works in the travel industry, while Jennifer previously worked in 
customer service. She was recently laid off after being on short-term disability because of 
chronic back pain. Jennifer received her high school diploma, and Eli has a bachelor’s 
degree. Both members of this couple are Jewish, and they reported a household income 
between $80-$99K. Jennifer uses a fentanyl patch for her back pain, which is a potent 
narcotic that is more powerful than morphine. She also takes migraine medication and an 
antidepressant. She sees a psychiatrist for medication management and an individual 
therapist. She completed the Jefferson MBSR program approximately one month before 
the interview. 
Reason for taking MBSR. Jennifer was suffering from chronic back pain and 
taking oxycontin daily. The pain interfered with her job, her ability to parent, her intimate 
relationship, and her family’s social life. She felt depressed and rarely left her recliner or 
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their bedroom. She did not feel capable of caring for their children on her own and did 
not drive. Eli handled all of the parenting and driving duties. Jennifer’s psychiatrist 
recommended the MBSR program as a complement to her medical and mental health 
interventions. She shared a story that while she was on the phone inquiring about the 
MBSR class, she received another call from her employer to notify her that she was laid 
off. Jennifer did receive a financial discount for the MBSR class, but her disability 
insurance would not cover the class fees as she originally hoped. 
RDAS summary. The couple’s average RDAS score was 54, the highest couple 
score in the sample. Jennifer’s total score was 58, also the highest in the sample. Given 
the high level of distress she described during the interview, her total RDAS score being 
the highest and most positive in the sample was surprising. As described below, perhaps 
her high score related to the significant support that Eli provided as she coped with her 
medical condition. Eli’s total score was 50, two points above the distress cutoff. With a 
difference of 8 in their total scores, the couple had the second highest score difference in 
the sample (behind Couple 9). This higher dyadic score difference suggested that Eli had 
a much lower relationship satisfaction level compared to Jennifer, which may also be 
associated with his increased level of responsibility in managing the household. The 
couple’s consensus subscale scores were also high (Jennifer: 25; Eli: 24) and above the 
22.38 sample average. Their satisfaction scores (Jennifer: 16; Eli: 15) were also high and 
above the sample average (13.73). Therefore, the couple appeared to agree on matters of 
importance and feel satisfied in their relationship. Their cohesion subscale scores were 
the major difference in their total scores. Jennifer tied for the highest cohesion score in 
the sample (17), while Eli had a much lower score of 11 that was below the sample 
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average (12.4). This difference suggests that Eli perceived their level of closeness and 
shared activities as below what he desires. His lower cohesion score makes sense in the 
context of their relationship, where Jennifer cannot join him on outside family activities 
and often isolates because of her chronic pain and depression symptoms.  
Couple’s story. The couple met 9 years ago through a Jewish dating website. 
They communicated online for the first month before deciding to meet in person. Dan 
was older and more established in his career, and Jennifer began to think about settling 
down when they began dating. When her apartment lease was about to expire four 
months into their relationship, they decided to move in together. Jennifer then joined Eli 
on a business trip to Hawaii, where he proposed to her. 
Jennifer suffers from a herniated disc and daily migraines that incapacitate her. 
She stated that her two pregnancies were “horrible.” For example, she took high doses of 
oxycontin and roxycontin during her second pregnancy in order to manage her chronic 
back pain. Jennifer described herself as “the princess in our relationship” and Eli as “the 
rock.” She shared how Eli drives the kids to and from childcare and activities, does all the 
shopping, prepares the kids’ meals, bathes them, and puts them to bed. Eli must 
frequently go to his office on the weekends to make up for the time he has to leave work 
during the week in order to care for their children. The couple hires a babysitter when Eli 
works on the weekends because Jennifer feels that she cannot care for the children on her 
own with her ongoing medical issues. Eli shared, “I was living the life of a single parent.”  
Jennifer’s medical issues significantly affect their relationship on multiple levels. 
She said that Eli “has put up with so much” and “that most people would have been 
divorced by now.” Because of her back pain and migraines, Jennifer said she has “very 
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little patience” and a “short fuse.” Eli described himself as “very laid back,” but 
confessed to going through “periods of resentment against her” because she isolates and 
cannot share parenting responsibilities. Jennifer also discussed the negative effects of her 
medical issues: “But he doesn't always understand, you know, how bad the back pain is 
and how bad the migraines are when I say I can't go somewhere or I can't do something.” 
She also encounters this lack of understanding with her sister, who thinks Jennifer is “a 
drama queen” who “tries to get attention” with her medical issues. Eli stated that “the 
satisfaction level right now is not where it could be,” but that “the commitment is always 
gonna be there.”  
Self of the researcher reflections. When I arrived at Jennifer and Eli’s home, I 
was shocked to see how messy it was. There were children’s toys all over the front room, 
and clutter all over their living room. It looked like they had reached some point and had 
just given up on keeping the house organized. Their oldest daughter was at her 
grandmother’s house, while their youngest daughter was taking a nap. Once I began 
interviewing Jennifer and learned about her medical issues, I better understood their 
cluttered environment. Eli was spread far too thin, and Jennifer was barely functioning. 
Jennifer was another challenging interview for me because she also seemed 
mentally disorganized. She would often swerve off topic and plunge into great details 
about her medical issues, which seemed all encompassing to her. I believe her pain 
medication gave a slight slur to her words and caused her speech pattern to be rapid and 
rambling. Like Grace from Couple 4, I had to be patient when Jennifer went off topic, 
while also enforcing boundaries and focusing the conversation since our time together 
was limited.  
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Listening to Jennifer’s story, I was struck by how much more active she became 
during the MBSR program. I was amazed that she made such a commitment to the 
MBSR class and followed through. Because her activity level had increased so markedly, 
I was skeptical when she stated that she experienced no decrease in pain symptoms. I also 
identified that I felt very judgmental when she attributed her progress in the past 2 
months to both the mindfulness and her new antidepressant medication. She had been on 
antidepressants and a large cocktail of medications for years and had not made any 
previous improvements. Jennifer’s worldview seemed to be dominated by her 
medicalization of her ongoing health issues. I recognized that she had difficulty believing 
that anything other than medication could contribute to an improvement in her health. 
Eli’s description that the change was gradual hinted to me that the MBSR program had 
been a major variable. With a medication change, the shift would have been more abrupt. 
Attending the MBSR class weekly motivated Jennifer out of the house, and I agreed with 
Eli that the MBSR training gave her a focus. Even as I name my own biases, I still clearly 
see that mindfulness was a catalyst for Jennifer. Mindfulness training was the new 
ingredient in her treatment regimen. At the very least, the mindfulness training seemed to 
activate and maximize the effects of the antidepressant medication. 
Similar to Couple 2, the intimate partner (Eli) was considerably more clear and 
articulate about the effects of the MBSR training compared to Jennifer. When he stated 
that he felt like a single parent, my heart went out to him. His description of the 
improvements in Jennifer sounded substantial, especially how he noticed her pausing and 
staying engaged when she felt irritated. I contemplated his response that the MBSR 
program did not make a huge difference for him, but that it did make a difference in 
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bringing Jennifer back to the family While the answer initially seemed contradictory to 
me, I understood Eli’s answer when I thought about the specific context of his 
relationship. Once again, I think the attribution of “making a difference” to the intimate 
partner depends on a substantial and meaningful change in the graduate. Her increased 
confidence and helping more with their children was just a step in the right direction. 
Since she had not been functioning, Jennifer would have to become a lot more active to 
make a major difference for Eli.  
For Jennifer, she did not feel that a change in their relationship would be possible 
unless her medical issues improved dramatically. Yet her increased activity showed how 
an improvement in her quality of life might be possible even if her medical issues 
remained chronic. Jennifer felt so identified with her medical issues. From listening to 
her, I felt that mindfulness practice had loosened her identification with her illness and 
showed her that she could respond differently and reclaim her self by making different 
choices. Due to the severity of her medical issues, I think Jennifer would benefit from a 
much longer intervention of mindfulness training than 8 weeks. 
Following this interview, I wrote down a series of questions for further 
contemplation: 1) What are the implicit rules about change in a couple and family 
system? 2) Does the couple have specific ideas about what would constitute change in 
their relationship? 3) Do these ideas about change cause them to overlook other 
possibilities or developments? 4) Would Jennifer have begun driving her car again if she 
had just changed antidepressants and not participated in an 8-week MBSR program? 5) Is 
the MBSR training a catalyst for change?  
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Couple 11: Andrew and Lydia 
Demographics. Andrew (49 years old) and Lydia (51 years old) have been 
married for 19 years and together for 23years. Both members of the couple are White and 
have doctoral degrees. He is an academic at a local university, while she is a social 
scientist who decided to not pursue an academic career and now works part-time as a 
yoga teacher. They have 2 children—an adopted 13 year old daughter and a biological 
son in elementary school. They reported their annual household income as $80-$99K. 
The couple participated in couples therapy over 7 years ago and stated that it was helpful. 
Lydia had begun taking antidepressant medication around the time she took the MBSR 
course. 
Andrew completed the Penn MBSR class approximately 6 weeks prior to the 
interview. Lydia also completed the Penn MBSR class about 5 months ago and then 
recommended the MBSR class to Andrew. Lydia had previous experience with 
meditation prior to taking her MBSR class. Andrew did not have any previous meditation 
experience, which qualified the couple for the study.  
Reason for taking MBSR. Lydia took the Penn MBSR course during the Winter 
2011 class cycle to help with depression, professional uncertainty, and identity issues. 
Following her completion of the class, she forwarded an email to her husband 
recommending that he take the MBSR class during the Spring 2011 cycle. She had 
noticed some growing work stress because of his pursuit of tenure. Andrew stated that a 
stress management course was “probably not for me.” But because he saw some positive 
changes in Lydia from the MBSR program, he said that he was more open to taking the 
class when Lydia suggested it. During the couple interview, Andrew shared with Lydia 
what he witnessed in her during her MBSR participation:  
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I saw more patience in you that I think was a reflection of, uh, really simple 
things, like taking a deep breath and doing the stop, breathe, and be, um, when 
more, uh, tense or difficult conversations came up for us. [ ] And I, I, I think you 
really, in taking the mindfulness course, there were some real clear changes in 
the way you interacted with me and, and with the kids, too. 
 
Seeing the positive effects in Lydia motivated Andrew to take the MBSR class. 
Additionally, Andrew received a family member discount for the MBSR program 
because Lydia recently completed the class. Finally, the mother of their son’s friend also 
expressed interest in taking the MBSR course, and she and Andrew decided to take the 
class together. 
RDAS summary. Andrew’s RDAS score was precisely on the distress cutoff 
(48), while Lydia’s RDAS score was higher at 53.5 (the fourth highest RDAS score in the 
study). The couple’s average RDAS score was 50.75, placing them in the non-distressed 
range and above the 48.81 sample average. Their score difference of 5.5 was higher than 
the sample average of 4.67. This higher difference surprised me, since their views of their 
relationship appeared so congruent during their couple interview. Their satisfaction 
subscales were equal (14) and above the sample average (13.73), yet well below the non-
distressed couple average (15.7) from Busby et al.’s (1995) study. But Lydia’s consensus 
subscale score (24) and cohesion subscale score (15.5) were higher than Andrew’s 
consensus (22) and cohesion (12) scores. According to this difference, Lydia believed 
they agreed more on matters of importance and were closer as a couple compared to 
Andrew’s assessment.  
Couple’s story. The couple met while they were both on a Peace Corps mission 
in Africa, and they were both interested in international development. When they 
returned to the United States, they dated long distance for 2 years while in graduate 
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school. Andrew later proposed to Lydia during his internship in Europe. After their 
marriage, the couple spent almost 3 years abroad working in Africa. They became 
disillusioned with the limitations of international diplomacy and decided to return to the 
United States for Lydia’s doctoral program. During this period, Lydia had two stressful 
miscarriages. Eventually the couple decided to adopt their daughter from Asia. The 
couple later moved again to California for Andrew’s doctoral program. Shortly after their 
move, Lydia became pregnant again at 41 years old. She was shocked that the pregnancy 
stayed and their son was born safely. After living on the West coast, they again moved 7 
years ago to the East coast for Andrew’s faculty position. This move across the country 
meant that Lydia needed to start a new career direction, which she reported has been 
challenging. 
Lydia described the two of them as “a really tight team” and their relationship as a 
“comfortable and very supportive place for me.” Andrew said he has “a high level of 
satisfaction” in their relationship and that “our love for each other is strong and, um, uh, 
gets us through some of the tougher times of marriage.” Over the years, the couple 
struggled with negotiating the household division of labor, parenting styles, work/life 
balance, and diverging career paths. To work on these tensions, Andrew and Lydia saw a 
couples therapist for about two years before they relocated back to the East coast.  
Andrew characterized their relationship “as strong, but not perfect” when he 
began the MBSR program. Lydia described Andrew as “a very engaged parent” and “an 
upbeat kind of guy.” Andrew stated that Lydia is “the one much more in tune with her 
emotions,” which “has been a bit of a source of tension in our relationship” because his 
family of origin discouraged the expression of emotions. While Andrew was taking the 
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MBSR class, their adolescent daughter began “pushing boundaries”—creating more 
tension in their family dynamics.  
Self of the researcher reflections. Similar to Couple 7, Lydia and Andrew took 
turns taking care of their children during their interview. Each member of the couple was 
very engaged in the interview process despite the multiple interruptions for parenting. 
Both Andrew and Lydia were very intelligent and articulated detailed aspects of their 
experience. Following their interview, I felt I had not only achieved a saturation of 
participant themes in the study, but I also could see with a new level of clarity through 
their punctuation of themes.  
I reflected on how humbly Andrew spoke about his attempts to practice 
mindfulness in his family. His descriptions emphasized what other mindfulness graduates 
shared—practicing mindfulness in couple relationships is often viewed as an ideal. Like 
other participants, he used language like “sometimes” or “I wish” to describe his efforts 
to integrate mindfulness into family interactions. I believe the increased self-awareness 
from mindfulness training develops humility in the participants. They see how mindful 
they are not—which is actually an expression of mindfulness, but not our standard 
narrative affirming how change occurs. Instead of avoidance or distraction, mindfulness 
training enabled Andrew and other participants to directly experience the powerful 
energy coursing through the habitual patterns in their relationships. They described 
seeing their reactivity with a new clarity. Amidst this reactivity, Andrew and other 
graduates cautiously shared positive changes. Andrew reported that nothing had been 
fixed in the relationship, but that he felt a new level of awareness that increased his 
presence and sometimes softened his interactions. 
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During their couple interview, Lydia offered a provocative theory of change based 
on their experience of mindfulness training: 
Both Andrew and I have been working with this concept of change. [ ] I think it’s 
subtle. [ ] And that it’s the subtle changes that matter and that add up and that 
then lead to more visible change. And, you know, the, the sudden dramatic being, 
um, sort of, uh, exploded into change is not something that has a long-term effect 
the way that this more subtler, um, you know, language, humor, um, uh, being 
able to keep things simple, to, um, be present to my own self and my breath, and 
to the, um, uh, the place of my partner. That’s, you know, that’s, that’s really, it 
sounds really small, but it’s big. And so, yeah, I don’t see Andrew and I going on 
a deep and heavy retreat, couples retreat, as a result of this. Um, in fact, if 
anything, it’s made me feel more sort of settled in where I am in the relationship 
rather than aspiring for it to be different in any way. 
Lydia said above that enduring change occurred in small, subtle increments over 
time as opposed to immediate, explosive change. I have returned to her statement several 
times when reflecting on the subtlety of the relational effects of mindfulness training that 
participants have voiced. Lydia deeply valued the increased discernment and slowed 
down interactions from Andrew’s MBSR training, but the changes were small and subtle 
within the context of their 23 year relationship. The “settled” quality that she described 
also suggests an increased acceptance in the relationship. 
During their couple interview, I asked Lydia and Andrew if they would have 
preferred to take the MBSR class together. Lydia emphasized that she took the class for 
personal reasons when she was depressed. She said Andrew taking the class enriched her 
experience, but it did not prevent her from reaping benefits from her own MBSR 
participation. I better understood that MBSR participants often take the class for 
themselves. Because of this individual and personal focus, I think couples can experience 
difficulty deciding to take the MBSR class at the same time.  
 The contrast between Couples 9 and 11 also stood out to me. As described in 
Lydia’s individual story (see Appendix J), she felt that her previous MBSR training gave 
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her a shared language to understand what Andrew was trying to do when he paused 
during a charged discussion. Yet, Sophia in Couple 9 had also taken the MBSR course, 
and this common language was not sufficient in itself to understand Dan’s efforts to 
pause and prevent escalation. Sophia felt that Dan was avoiding her, while Lydia felt 
cared for by Andrew. These differences suggest that factors in the couple’s relationship 
influence how an MBSR participant integrates mindfulness skills into her/his 
relationship. Somehow, Andrew and Lydia developed a shared context of understanding 
while Sophia and Dan struggled. This integration may reflect Andrew and Lydia’s 
foundation of couples therapy or the level of dissatisfaction that Sophia experienced in 
her relationship.  
Perhaps the contrasting ways that Lydia and Sophia referred their spouses to the 
MBSR program also reflected the differences in the two couples. Sophia issued an 
ultimatum, while Lydia made a softer sell. Andrew and Lydia were also in the adolescent 
family lifecycle stage and had progressed beyond Sophia and Dan’s stressful lifecycle 
stage of parenting young children. Contemplating the differences between these two 
couples helped me to explore how the pre-existing context of the couples’ relationships 
influenced the relational effects of mindfulness training. Clearly MBSR graduates have 
reported positive individual experiences that their intimate partners have supported. But 
we may learn more about the effects of mindfulness training by understanding the context 
in which the positive experience occurs. The context of the couple relationship clarifies 
the meaning and effects of mindfulness training. 
Couple 12: Lucas and Cameron 
Demographics. Lucas (30 years old) and Cameron (25 years old) are a gay male 
couple who have been together for 4 years and lived together for 3 of those years. The 
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couple is planning to marry next year and have several pets together. Lucas is a White 
Catholic with a graduate degree who works in human services, while Cameron is a Black 
Christian with a bachelor’s degree who works in college administration. The couple 
reports their household income as above $100K. Both members of the couple have seen 
individual therapists for over a year, and they also see a couples therapist together. Lucas 
takes psychotropic medication for depression and anxiety. 
Reason for taking MBSR. Lucas had recently been physically violent in their 
intimate relationship. He wanted to understand why he was losing control in their 
relationship, and he did not feel comfortable in an anger management class. He was 
looking for a new perspective, an intervention to help him explore different parts of 
himself. He also hoped that the meditation would “supplement my spiritual life” as a 
Catholic. Additionally, Lucas took the MBSR class for the continuing education credits 
and his employer’s reimbursement benefit. Lucas signed up for the Spring 2011 Penn 
MBSR class and was interviewed 4 months after completing the MBSR class—the 
longest period between the class and the interview of any participant in the study. Lucas 
had no previous experience with mindfulness meditation, but he said he tried deep 
breathing exercises in a smoking cessation program that “failed miserably.” Cameron had 
previously practiced some yoga and meditation in a college class. 
RDAS summary. Lucas’ total RDAS score was on the distress cutoff (48), while 
Cameron’s total RDAS score was lower at 44. Their average RDAS score of 46 placed 
them in the distressed range. Their score difference of 4 was below the sample average of 
4.67. Cameron’s consensus subscale score (21) was slightly higher than Lucas’ score 
(20), but both scores were below the sample average (22.38) and reflected less agreement 
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on important matters. But Lucas’ satisfaction (14) and cohesion (14) subscale scores were 
higher than Cameron’s satisfaction (12) and cohesion scores (11). Their cohesion scores 
showed the biggest difference, suggesting that Lucas felt more closeness and fulfillment 
in shared activities compared to Cameron. 
Couple’s story. Lucas and Cameron met 4 years ago online and began dating. 
Lucas had recently finished graduate school, and Cameron was finishing his bachelor’s 
degree. Lucas was looking to settle down in a monogamous relationship and described, “I 
found that I was able to be, uh, myself with him.” The couple bought a house together 
about a year and a half ago. 
About three years ago, Lucas contracted a sexually transmitted disease and asked 
if Cameron had unprotected sex with anyone else. Cameron confessed that he had, and 
Lucas physically attacked him. Lucas said that Cameron’s face swelled up as he allowed 
Lucas to hit him. Lucas was shocked with himself because he said, “I’ve never hit anyone 
before.” The couple separated for a month, and Lucas began individual therapy. About a 
year and a half later, Lucas admitted to cheating on Cameron and another argument 
escalated. Cameron challenged Lucas to strangle him, and Lucas did. The couple again 
separated for a brief period. Since that event, the couple has agreed to a mutually 
negotiated non-monogamous relationship. Lucas reported another episode of intimate 
partner violence earlier this year during an argument. 
Before the MBSR program, Lucas was questioning their relationship. He did not 
like how he angrily lashed out at Cameron, but he resented Cameron for not being more 
helpful around the house. Lucas said that he was “not my best self” in their relationship. 
Lucas described himself as “a needy person” who likes “to be the center of attention.” He 
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felt Cameron placed a priority on his social activism pursuits over their relationship. Prior 
to Lucas participating in the MBSR class, the couple took a relationship enrichment 
course and the assessment categorized them as a “conflicted couple.” 
At the time of the interview, both Lucas and Cameron voiced their commitment to 
their relationship. Cameron described his satisfaction level as “pretty good,” but 
qualifying “there’s work that we need to do.” Lucas stated, “In taking a few steps back, 
um, I realized that Cameron offers me, as a partner, uh, many things that I very greatly 
appreciate.” He said that he did not want to “throw that all away in a fit of rage.” 
Self of the researcher reflections. Initially I was caught off guard by the level of 
Lucas’ openness during his individual interview. He talked about his sex life quite 
graphically and bluntly reported the history of intimate partner violence. While he was 
kind and seemed open during the interview, Lucas struck me as a very anxious person 
and I could hear the potentially volatile reactivity in his descriptions. Three months after 
completing the MBSR class, he also reported experiencing racing thoughts that interfered 
with his mindfulness practice. I noticed my desire to decrease his intensity and have him 
appear healthier so that the effects of the MBSR training looked stronger. But when I 
actually listened to his experience without judging, I felt the story of this couple was 
quite compelling. Lucas’ internal shifts and the sense of ease that emerged from his self-
acceptance were touching. During their couple interview, Lucas and Cameron also teased 
each other playfully and relentlessly. Despite the past violence, they communicated well 
together and were vulnerable with each other. Their individual and couple therapy may 
have provided a foundation to help them make the most of Lucas’ mindfulness training.  
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I was intrigued that Lucas used the MBSR training as an alternative to anger 
management and reported such a meaningful increase in self-acceptance. I reflected back 
on his statement that “conventional therapy was not enough with anger management.” He 
said that “I couldn’t seem to break through” using traditional therapy, “because every 
time I’d begin to explore it [the anger], it was just so abhorred that I would close myself 
off to it.” As a result of this lack of progress, he said he was violent again. The theme of 
mindfulness acting as a catalyst for change resurfaced for me. Somehow, the practice of 
being present without judgment provided the ability for Lucas to make contact with these 
difficult emotions when he previously turned away in shame. Mindfulness seemed to add 
a new process for engaging his reactivity and a new perspective that shifted his persistent 
self-criticism. Additionally, Cameron stated the MBSR training provided a foundation for 
the couple to “do more work together.” He felt that Lucas’ MBSR participation made 
new and different conversations possible. 
I also reflected on Lucas’ insight that he had more difficulty accepting Cameron 
than accepting his friends because his higher expectations for Cameron interfered. 
Particularly in distressed relationships, there is a gap between expectations of partners 
and the reality of the relationship. Acceptance of intimate partners may help close this 
gap, but cultivating acceptance of an intimate partner in a conflictual relationship is 
understandably challenging. 
Two major themes from this couple were their level of sharing during Lucas’ 
MBSR class and Cameron’s parallel path of growth from his activism training. At the 
dinner table, the couple often opened up to each other and Lucas shared the details of his 
MBSR experience. The frequency and depth of their communications during Lucas’ 
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MBSR participation seemed to be a major factor in the relational benefits both members 
of the couple shared. Cameron’s activism training during the second half of Lucas’ 
MBSR class created a context in which they both felt more open and willing to connect. 
The intimate partners’ level of support and concurrent path of growth are important 
moderators in the relational effects of mindfulness training. Additionally, the degree to 
which the mindfulness participants share and include the intimate partners in their 
mindfulness experiences makes a difference too.  
Global Themes Introduction 
Following the 12 couple case studies that provided detailed descriptions of the 
participants’ relational context, I next present the global, second-order themes shared by 
the 12 couples. These global themes emerged as recurring patterns from the mindfulness 
graduates’, intimate partners’, and couples’ interviews. This transition in the analysis 
from the particular experiences of the 12 couples (the couple case studies) to their shared 
experiences (the global themes) illustrates the hermeneutic circle (Smith et al., 2009)—an 
interpretative metaphor describing the movement back and forth between the parts and 
the whole. Each participant’s specific experiences (parts) were interpreted in relation to 
the shared experiences of all participants in this study (the whole), while the shared 
experiences of all participants (the whole) were also interpreted in relation to the specific 
experiences of each participant (the parts).  
Throughout the global themes, I weave together participant quotes and my 
interpretations of the participants’ experiences as the researcher. In order to make sense 
of the participants’ experiences in context, I attempted to strike a balance between a 
strictly descriptive, phenomenological presentation of the data and a hermeneutic, 
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interpretative account. IPA researchers Smith et al. (2009) outlined their suggestions for 
writing up the data analysis:  
Remember both the I and the P of IPA: IPA is a joint product of researcher and 
researched. You are attempting to capture something of the lived experience of 
your participant but that inevitably invokes interpretations on your part. One way 
of looking at the write-up is to think of the extracts from participants as 
representing the P, while the analytic comments on the material forms the I. 
(p. 110) 
 
Smith et al.’s (2009) above IPA principles guided the data analysis, and so I 
attempted to link all of my third-person interpretations to the phenomenological, first-
person descriptions of the study participants. The analytical process was iterative and 
inductive, and I consistently returned to each participant’s actual words during each stage 
of the analysis. 
 The guiding research question in this study—What is the lived experience of 
intimate partner relationships for both: (a) recent participants of an 8-week MBSR 
program and (b) their intimate partners?—provides the structure for presenting the global 
results of the data analysis. In the following three chapter sections, global themes for the 
mindfulness graduates, the intimate partners, and the couples as a group are provided. 
These global themes systematically address the three research sub-questions: 1) the 
relational effects, processes, and implications of the MBSR training for mindfulness 
graduates; 2) the perceptions and experiences of the intimate partners in response to the 
mindfulness graduates’ MBSR training; and 3) the meaning of MBSR participation for 
both intimate partners and graduates. Since the mindfulness graduates had the primary 
experiences with MBSR training, the mindfulness graduate global themes are longer and 
more detailed than the intimate partner and couples global theme sections. 
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Mindfulness Graduates’ Global Themes: Within Group Analysis 
 The mindfulness graduates described a process of intrapersonal shifts that 
sometimes extended outward to others. These global themes summarize the relational 
effects and processes of MBSR training for the mindfulness graduates (research sub-
question 1) and are organized into three superordinate themes: 1) perceptual shift, 2) 
behavioral shift, and 3) self in relationship to other. Additionally, the self in relationship 
to other superordinate theme focuses on the meaning of the MBSR experience for the 
mindfulness graduates (research sub-question 2). Within these three superordinate 
themes, eight subthemes emerged that capture more distinct aspects of the relational 
effects and processes. An analysis of these subthemes is provided by using specific 
descriptions from the mindfulness graduates. An overview of the three superordinate 
themes and eight subthemes are presented in Table 4.7 below.  
In order to describe the frequency that specific themes appeared in participants’ 
interviews, the IPA term segment (Smith et al., 2009) is introduced in Table 4.7. A data 
segment refers to a specific data extract from a participant interview that was coded with 
a particular theme. A segment could be just a phrase or a longer section from a 
participant’s interview that illustrates qualities of a specific theme. There are 13 
mindfulness graduates in the mindfulness graduate group because both members of 
Couple 7, who took the class together, are included as mindfulness graduates. In Table 
4.7, I specify how many of the 13 mindfulness graduates described each theme. I also 
include a list of which mindfulness graduates’ quotes are used in this chapter to illustrate 
each subtheme. This diversity of contributions from the mindfulness graduates shows the 
wide representation of the global themes across the mindfulness graduate group 
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Table 4.7 
Mindfulness Graduates’ (MGs) Global Themes 
Level Theme Theme Frequency/ 
MG Quotes Used in this Chapter 
100 Superordinate Theme:  Perceptual Shift 86 Total segments: All MGs 
101 Relational Acceptance 43 segments: 11 of 13 MGs MG Quotes: 7AS, 2A, 3A, 1A, 12A 
102 Attunement 43 segments: All MGs MG Quotes: 9A, 11A, 7AJ 
200 Superordinate Theme: Behavioral Shift 143 Total segments: All MGs 
201 Communication 60 segments: 11 of 13 MGs MG Quotes: 4A, 8A, 3A, 9A 
202 Listening 37 segments: 10 of 13 MGs MG Quotes: 5A, 6A, 3A 
203 Response Flexibility 29 segments: 11 of 13 MGs MG Quotes: 7AS, 10A, 11A 
204 Satisfying Interactions 17 segments: 9 of 13 MGs MG Quotes: 3A, 8A, 1A, 12A 
300 Superordinate Theme:  Self in Relationship to Other 96 Total segments: All MGs 
301 Impact of Self on Others 66 segments: All MGs MG Quotes: 1A, 12A, 5A, 10A, 11A 
302 Perception of Graduate by Partner 
30 segments: 12 of 13 MGs 
MG Quotes: 3A, 5A, 10A, 4A, 7AJ, 2A 
 
 
 
Threefold Logic Heuristic 
The global themes overlapped in significant ways among the mindfulness 
graduates’ data segments. These overlaps were created because certain data segments 
were multiply coded and illustrated more than one theme. This cluster where themes 
overlapped may point toward the phenomenological structure of the experience in 
question—being in a couple relationship while learning to practice mindfulness. I 
introduce a heuristic called threefold logic drawn from Buddhist philosophy (Mingyur, 
2007; Ray, 2000; Shambhala Office of Practice and Education, 2013) in order to 
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summarize each of the three superordinate themes and clearly communicate how the 
global themes overlap. The threefold logic heuristic features three stages: a) ground, b) 
path, and c) fruition. The ground is the basic foundation of a theme, what is necessary in 
order for the theme or process to happen. The second stage, the path, is the theme in 
action—the method or practical application of the theme. The third and final stage is the 
fruition, the result of a process.  
A simple example of applying this heuristic is taking a trip (Shambhala Office of 
Practice and Education, 2013). The ground of taking a trip is buying an airplane ticket, 
while the path is flying on an airplane. The fruition is arriving at the destination. 
Following a discussion of the subthemes in each superordinate theme, I present a ground, 
path, and fruition for each superordinate theme as a summary of the analysis. The 
intention of using the threefold logic is to facilitate an understanding of the structure of 
the core phenomenological experience—learning to practice mindfulness while being in a 
committed, intimate partner relationship.  
Perceptual Shift Superordinate Theme 
 I defined the first superordinate theme, perceptual shift, as an internal shift of 
perception that mindfulness graduates described experiencing in their relationship with 
others, especially their intimate partners. Perception relates to our perspective, the way 
we see things. This perceptual shift involved seeing things differently and was often 
associated with the mindfulness graduates’ shift in their relationship with themselves. 
This superordinate theme of perceptual shift was then divided into two subthemes: a) 
relational acceptance and b) attunement. 
Relational acceptance subtheme. The relational acceptance subtheme describes 
experiences of the mindfulness graduates perceiving differences with their intimate 
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partners in novel ways. The differences with their partners were still present, but the way 
that the graduates related to these differences shifted. The graduates shared that these 
shifts in perception were distinct from their habitual ways of seeing their partners. As 
previously shown in Table 4.7, this subtheme appeared 43 times in the descriptions of 11 
out of the 13 mindfulness graduates.  
 For example, Samantha of Couple 7 described struggling with her husband’s 
messiness and his habit of trying to fix her problems instead of empathically listening to 
her. When I asked Samantha during their couple interview what the MBSR training 
meant for her relationship moving forward, she said:  
So seeing things in a different way really just. . . having that thought that you can 
accept something and still wish it were better, accept things how they are while 
wishing they were better is a different way of looking at it. Because it's instead of, 
you know, "I hate this garage, why can't you clean it up?" it's really just, "This is 
how it is, I'm not contributing to it anymore. But I get it, that this is how it is." 
 
She stated above that acceptance was a way of “seeing things in a different 
way”—a perceptual shift. This “different way of looking” contrasted with her usual 
reaction of issuing a complaint and criticizing her husband. Instead, she made a 
distinction that acceptance was not passive resignation, but an acknowledgement of “this 
is how it is.” As a result, she could make a choice about her response. Acceptance did not 
mean forfeiting her “wish” that the situation could improve or pretending that her 
husband’s messiness did not frustrate her. She could “still wish it were better,” but her 
response could come from a position of understanding—“But I get it, that this is how it 
is”—instead of a critical position. This position of understanding provided a different 
view of her husband and offered him more space to be himself. She recognized that her 
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husband had difficulty being neater, but she depersonalized that his messiness was a 
personal affront to her preferences.  
Samantha’s above statement—“I’m not contributing to it anymore”— sounded 
empowering because she chose her own response to the clutter while still supporting her 
husband by understanding his challenges. During her individual interview, Samantha 
concisely summarized this relational acceptance subtheme by stating, “I think I have 
accepted him on a deeper level than I had before. [ ] Some of the things he does, it's just 
him.” Through relational acceptance, she was able to offer understanding and support to 
her husband, while also skillfully disagreeing or challenging him on the issues that 
frustrated her. 
 Similarly in Couple 2, Rebecca shared her process of “allowing people to feel 
what they feel” and that “you have to respect the other person and respect what they’re 
feeling and who they are.” When I asked Rebecca if she could provide an example of this 
“allowing” and “respect” in her marriage, she said: 
I think that’s actually a great example of this, is Ethan’s job searching method. 
And you know, he’s not doing it just like I am. But that’s okay, you know what I 
mean. ‘Cuz I know he wants a job and I know he is trying, you know, working on 
that. Because that [Ethan’s job search] could be causing huge fights. You know, 
because I could be in his face saying, “Did you make X number of calls today? 
And how many emails did you send? And blah, blah, blah?” Because there was a 
time in my life I would have done that. I would have been like that. Um, and I’m 
not like that at all now. And it’s not even like I’m fighting it. It’s just I trust him to 
be doing what needs to be doing in his way. 
 
Like Samantha in Couple 7, Rebecca noticed a contrast between her usual 
reactions in the past and her recent response to her husband’s job search. She recognized 
a point of tension in his job search because “he’s not doing it just like I am.” Realizing 
how this difference “could be causing huge fights,” she described how she could be 
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reactively confronting Ethan and imposing her judgments about what she would do in a 
job search. She identified that a change had occurred from “a time in my life I would 
have done that” to a different way of relating to Ethan.  
Accepting Ethan’s job search method, Rebecca said “that’s okay” because she 
understands that “he wants a job and I know he is trying.” Rebecca’s position of 
understanding corresponds with Samantha’s previous description of shifting her 
perspective on the differences with her husband. Embedded within this acceptance of 
their partners seems to be an effort to understand their partners. Rebecca described this 
understanding as “trust” in Ethan’s own process. Additionally, Rebecca and Samantha 
are both providing more space for their partners when negotiating these contentious 
differences. By providing more space, they are letting go of a pattern of reactivity toward 
their partners that they recognized as ineffective. Rebecca described this absence of 
struggle as “it’s not even like I’m fighting it.”  
One more example of relational acceptance was described by Lily in Couple 3. 
Self-acceptance was a primary theme in Lily’s mindfulness experience. She described 
how self-acceptance surfaced early in the MBSR training as she began to incorporate the 
attitude of nonjudgment when her mind wandered during formal mindfulness practice. 
Reflecting on this self-acceptance, she said, “It was somehow, that lack of judgment of 
myself could be passed on and, like, have a deeper unconditional love for my partner.” 
Lily expressed how this intrapersonal shift from mindfulness practice “could be passed 
on” to interpersonal acceptance. She further articulated this perceptual shift of her 
husband, “I think I just saw him as a little more human, as, like, a little less critical of his 
flaws.” Seeing him as “a little more human” reflects that shift in perspective described by 
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both Samantha and Rebecca. This new position of trying to understand her husband from 
a different and wider perspective—as another “human” being—provided more space in 
their relationship. Lily described offering this increased space for her husband’s 
differences as being “a little less critical of his flaws.”  
 Although almost all the mindfulness graduates described some process of 
relational acceptance, I also noted that several mindfulness graduates conceptualized 
acceptance as an ideal outcome that they have not yet achieved. For example, Ava in 
Couple 1 poignantly discussed how she was managing the differences in her relationship 
better and how her appreciation for her partner Emily had grown. Yet, when I explicitly 
asked her about whether the emphasis on acceptance in the MBSR training affected her 
relationship, she said, “No. It should. But I can’t do it. I’m not there yet because the lack 
of congruence or the areas of incongruence are too stressing for me and it’s like, constant 
aggravation and it’s hard to ignore that.” Her phrasing of “I’m not there yet” captured the 
sentiment of several mindfulness graduates who viewed acceptance in their couple 
relationships as a faraway and almost impossible to reach destination.  
This conceptualization of mindfulness as an ideal outcome is noteworthy because 
acceptance is taught as an attitude and a process in MBSR—something one can practice 
at any level in any situation. Applying acceptance to their intimate partner relationships 
seemed more difficult than other areas of their lives. In fact, both Ava and Lucas in 
Couple 12 expressed that practicing acceptance in their intimate partner relationship was 
“probably” the most difficult of all their relationships to practice it. When I asked Lucas 
why it was so difficult, he said, “Because I have very high expectations for Cameron 
[Lucas’ partner].” Expectations are one partner’s perceptions about the other, and perhaps 
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these higher expectations for intimate partners make acceptance of the partner more 
challenging. I noted that both Ava in Couple 1 and Lucas in Couple 12 scored in the 
distressed category on the RDAS. Loosening these expectations or accepting partner 
differences may be more difficult in the context of dissatisfied relationships. 
Dissatisfaction can be understood as the relationship not meeting baseline expectations. 
Attunement subtheme. The attunement subtheme includes mindfulness 
graduates’ descriptions of feeling greater attunement to others. All 13 mindfulness 
graduates populated the attunement subtheme and 43 data segments were coded with this 
subtheme. Additionally, 11 out of the 43 segments included descriptions of increased 
self-awareness. This greater attunement in relationship with others may be linked to an 
increased attunement with oneself. In the mindfulness graduate descriptions, attunement 
and increased connection with others appeared to be a possible fruition of mindfulness 
practice. Whereas the relational acceptance subtheme emphasized a shift toward partner 
differences, the attunement subtheme focused more on resonance with others. 
 Dan from Couple 9 spoke of how he and his wife Sophia, who previously took the 
MBSR class, would often practice mindfulness together in the evenings. During their 
couple interview, I asked Dan if he knew that Sophia thought he was more affectionate 
after meditation practice. He answered: 
Not necessarily. I just felt like more. . . just overall relaxed. And. . . definitely 
more connected to her. So maybe that just, it just came with that in the sense of, 
like, the affection. I just felt more connected because we kind of, like, shut 
everything down and just. . . just sat together. Even just sitting together, you 
know, both meditating for 20 minutes, it was just that connectivity. And maybe the 
other things just came more naturally. And just wasn't, you know– because a lot 
of times it's not necessarily, like, that I don't want to give her affection. It's mostly 
that it's from the stress from the whole day. [ ] So with the meditation, it kind of 
brings me back to, like, what's going on right now, and all the other stuff kind of 
just goes away.  
211 
 
Dan described above how practicing mindfulness created an environment for 
connection to occur. He clarified that stress was the obstacle to being more affectionate 
with Sophia. The mindfulness practice “brings me back to what’s going on right now,” 
and this cultivation of presence provided a stabilizing effect for him. He felt “relaxed” 
and “more connected” to her. He wondered if the increased affection that Sophia 
perceived maybe “just came more naturally” because they “shut everything down and just 
sat together.” The decrease in stress and activity seemed to create an opening for Dan to 
connect with Sophia, and a resonance followed. This connection developed because Dan 
and Sophia made a shared commitment to be present for 20 minutes amidst the busyness 
of their lives. They are the only couple who meditated together during the MBSR 
training, and so perhaps their shared experience enhanced the “connectivity” that Dan 
felt. 
Andrew from Couple 11 also described making a commitment to being present 
instead of following patterns of emotional reactivity. He reported his process of 
attunement to his wife Lydia: 
Mindfulness and paying attention to myself and to others, um, has given me some 
of these moments where I’ve, I’ve took a deep breath, I’ve paused in, in the 
autopilot way I sometimes interact with Lydia, and I’ve, I’ve taken the time, and, 
and made it a priority to, to try to understand what she’s feeling and what she’s 
thinking more attentively. 
 
Andrew stated above that mindfulness was about paying attention to both himself 
and to others, and the process that he subsequently described supports that statement. He 
became aware of his usual way of interacting—“the autopilot way”—and “paused” by 
taking a “deep breath” in the middle of their interactions. This decision to shift arose 
from an awareness of his emotional reactivity and a discernment that his autopilot 
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interactions with Lydia are not always satisfying or effective. He was trying to do 
something different, which involved slowing down the interaction—“I’ve taken the 
time.” Next he reported that he “made it a priority” to shift his focus to Lydia in order to 
“understand” what is happening for her during their interaction. He described his effort to 
understand her better with the phrase “more attentively,” which connotes attention and 
being present. His attempt to be more attuned to Lydia stems from his awareness of 
himself in relationship with Lydia, and then a desire to more deeply understand her 
experience. The attunement process seems to hinge upon making a commitment—“made 
it a priority”— to slow down and to express curiosity for the other’s experience. 
Andrew’s commitment appeared to emerge from an increased receptivity to Lydia’s 
experience.  
 Another example of attunement was described by Jim in Couple 7, who struggled 
with his impulse to immediately fix his wife Samantha’s problems. He had an insight 
during the MBSR training that “it’s not about me” when Samantha was sharing 
something with him. He recognized that “she’s not telling me this so I can do anything 
about it.” Jim depicted his process of attunement with his wife and his children: 
At least from my standpoint, um, I am more– just as I'm more in tune with 
Samantha and I'm more able to just sit and listen to Samantha, and just kind of 
not have to fix things. Um, I think that that's kind of rolling over with the kids, too. 
[ ]Just be with them and listen and experience things with them as opposed to, 
you know, "No, I'm too busy," or, "No, I've got to do this," and "No, well, what did 
you break now? What do I have to fix?" 
 
He described above feeling “more in tune” with his wife because of his new 
ability “to just sit and listen” and “not have to fix things.” He is listening differently to 
Samantha compared to his previous pattern of needing to solve her problems. In his 
individual interview, Jim frequently described a more stable focus and an increased 
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calmness. As a result, he was “more able” to simply listen and be present because of the 
MBSR training. He stated that this process of attunement is “rolling over” to his children 
because the process is similar. Instead of immediately reacting to his children’s issues or 
being pulled into his to-do list, Jim spoke of being more present and curious about their 
experiences—“just be with them and listen and experience things with them.” Like 
Andrew and Dan, he described an increased receptivity to Samantha and his children 
along with an effort to understand their experiences more deeply. The result of this 
process was an increased connection and attunement. 
Perceptual shift summary. To summarize the perceptual shift superordinate 
theme, I applied the threefold logic of ground, path, and fruition. This summary of the 
perceptual shift superordinate theme is also outlined in Table 4.8 below. The ground of 
the shift seemed to be the increased self-awareness of the mindfulness graduates and the 
recognition that their usual way of interacting was not always effective. Each of the 
examples described above referenced the mindfulness graduates’ past efforts and their 
dissatisfaction with these results. The path of the perceptual shift was slowing down their 
interactions, being more receptive to their partners, and intentionally taking a position of 
understanding. The perceptual shift seemed to move from patterns of reactivity based on 
a more self-centered stance to a more partner-centered stance driven by curiosity and a 
desire to understand. This relational stance gave their partners more space in the 
relationship. The fruition of the perceptual shift was more attunement and a deeper 
connection. This perceptual shift helped the mindfulness graduates view their partners 
from a wider perspective that respected their differences, but also made an effort to find 
common ground. 
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Table 4.8 
 
Perceptual Shift Superordinate Theme: Ground, Path, and Fruition Summary 
Stage Description 
Ground Increased self-awareness. Recognition that their patterns of reactivity are 
ineffective based on their dissatisfaction with past results. 
Path Pausing. Receptivity to partners. Taking a position of understanding. Offering 
space. Becoming more partner-centered. 
Fruition More attunement and a deeper connection. Viewing partner from a wider 
perspective. Finding common ground among differences. 
 
 
 
Behavioral Shift Superordinate Theme 
 The behavioral shift superordinate theme represents the efforts of the mindfulness 
graduates to try and do something different in their relationships. These experiments with 
new behaviors arose out of the mindfulness graduates trying to integrate mindfulness 
practice into their everyday lives. This superordinate theme is divided into four 
subthemes: a) communication, b) listening, c) response flexibility, and d) satisfying 
interactions. 
Communication subtheme. In this first subtheme of communication, the 
mindfulness graduates described shifts in their communication patterns with their 
intimate partners. This communication subtheme is characterized by the mindfulness 
graduates’ increased awareness of their emotional reactivity and their verbal interactions 
with their partners. This subtheme comprised 60 data segments across 11 out of the 13 
graduates (as previously shown in Table 4.7).  
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In the first example, Grace from Couple 4 described her attempts to change a 
pattern of communication in her marriage and family relationships. Below she talked 
about her reaction when she learned that her mother-in-law’s clothes were missing again 
at the nursing home after she had recently purchased clothing for her:  
Just being more aware of stopping myself when I’m going to overdo my sense of 
duty. You know, like, like, just getting, you know, just watching my behavior more 
from an objective [perspective] as if—as if I’m watching a movie, and I’d be 
watching it, and I would be watching and I’d say, “Wait a minute. You bought the 
clothes already. You don’t have to be the only person.” 
 
In the quote above, she described an awareness that she was about to “overdo my 
sense of duty.” Instead of reacting in her habitual way, she first stopped herself and gave 
herself some space by pausing. She recognized that she had already bought clothes for 
her mother-in-law and that “you don’t have to be the only person.” From this awareness, 
a sense of clarity emerged about her needs and the different choices she could make in 
this situation. She stopped herself from doing something that makes her unhappy and 
instead let her husband or one of his family members bring clothes instead. Earlier in her 
interview, Grace named this process as “trying to take a back seat more.” She was unsure 
whether her husband Ben would be supportive of her decision to engage differently. She 
felt that Ben may prefer her to “overdo my sense of duty” because he may benefit from 
this relational pattern. Making this change in her communication pattern may lead to a 
period of negotiation with Ben to fully integrate the change.  
 In the next example, Alex from Couple 8 described how the MBSR training 
affected his communications with his girlfriend Anne. He talked about Anne’s recent 
layoff from her job and how he was trying to respond differently. Because he thought that 
she would be rehired soon, he personally felt that she did not need to be stressed about 
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the layoff. Yet he recognized that “she doesn’t see the things the way that I do” and so he 
tried to support her instead. He described the differences in their interactions because of 
his MBSR training:  
Um, and I’ve asked questions about, like, for her to clarify the way that she’s 
feeling and also what I can do to try to help her in this time. And I think that, um, 
I think before I think I would have just been… You know, I guess I’ve said this a 
couple of times, but I feel like, I feel like this was a problem to be solved, and now 
I’m trying to like see that Anne is a person, you know, and just to try to help her. 
So I think that I’m trying to listen more to where she’s coming from and to, uh, 
and to understand that. And also I’m trying to be more clear about where I’m 
coming from. I’m trying to be more of an advocate for myself; whereas, before, if 
I would hear something I didn’t like, I would just withdraw and that would be the 
end of the conversation. And now, you know, I’ll try to get into a conversation 
with her about it. [ ] I want to be careful not to say that I think I’m a great 
mindful communicator now. I have a lot of work to do with paying attention to the 
world around me, but there have been some changes. 
 
Alex identified above that his previous reaction would be viewing Anne’s stress 
as “a problem to be solved.” He had a growing awareness that his reaction was not 
helpful or supportive for Anne. As a result, he instead tried to recognize that Anne “is a 
person” who had her own valid beliefs and feelings. His emphasis shifted from problem 
solving to support—“just to try to help her.” In their conversations, his behavior changed 
to seeking understanding by asking questions “to clarify the way that she’s feeling.” 
Asking questions stems from a relational stance of curiosity and a shift from privileging 
his own perspective to being more open to understanding Anne’s perspective. 
In the latter half of Alex’s above quote, he also identified that he was “trying to be 
more clear about where I’m coming from” in addition to increasing his understanding of 
where Anne was coming from. His growing self-awareness helped him to identify that his 
habitual pattern of withdrawing from conversations was not effective. Instead of 
avoidance, he tried to engage with Anne and “be more of an advocate for myself.” This 
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self-advocacy involved identifying and expressing his needs. In the past, Alex 
experienced a lot of difficulty identifying what he needed because of his chronic 
depression. His ability to advocate for himself seemed to emerge from his increased self-
awareness. He had more clarity about what was not working and what he needed in their 
relationship.  
Alex was also taking personal responsibility for his contributions to their couple 
interactions, and he expressed humility that he was a work in progress as “a mindful 
communicator.” Several MBSR graduates also spoke humbly about the challenges of 
integrating mindfulness into their interactions with their partners. Intimate partner 
relationships feature increased emotional intensity, which can also manifest as emotional 
reactivity. This reactivity can create an obstacle to mindful communication, because the 
reactions are fast, powerful, and deeply ingrained. Yet, the intensity of the intimate 
relationship can also provide an opportunity because there is a deep investment and 
commitment to improving the relationship. Lily from Couple 3 described this process 
when I asked her about the challenges of integrating mindfulness into her interactions 
with her husband:  
Well, it’s definitely the most intense, but it’s easier to apply it here. It’s easier that 
it happens more easily, because I care more and so I have the investment. But it’s 
harder because then it’s like a chain reaction and then there is work to do 
sometimes. But it’s so worth it, you know. So it’s easier and harder in that sense.  
 
Lily stated above that practicing mindfulness with her husband was “easier” 
because “I care more” and “I have the investment.” When communicating with their 
partners, mindfulness graduates expressed their desire to improve their interactions by 
integrating mindfulness. This desire represents an intention to engage differently, to 
pause more, and to respond more skillfully to their partners. Yet the emotional reactivity 
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the mindfulness graduates felt at times in their relationships humbled them, because they 
became more aware of how “un-mindful” they often were in their couple interactions. 
This awareness of being “un-mindful,” however, is actually an expression of mindfulness 
since they are aware of their own reactivity. That reactivity is “the chain reaction” and the 
“harder” part that Lily described about practicing mindfulness in the context of close 
relationships. Therefore, the intensity of intimate partner relationships offered both a 
valuable and challenging environment for graduates to practice mindfulness. This 
intensity provided the investment to improve the relationship, but it also carried the 
potential of emotional reactivity—both an obstacle and an opportunity for integrating 
mindfulness into couple interactions. . 
This difficulty of the “chain reaction” during intimate partner interactions 
sometimes led to discordance in the relationship. For example, Dan and Sophia of Couple 
9 argued when Dan tried to pause during an intense interaction with his wife Sophia: 
And I went into the kitchen to clean up and do whatever, and she was eating, and 
she got upset because I kind of– I didn't deal with it with her right then and there, 
and instead I kind of– but it was, for me it wasn't that I just didn't care about it. It 
was that, one, I needed the time to kind of, like, calm down about it so we could 
talk about it rationally instead of, like, screaming at one another. And so, I came 
back, like maybe 15, 20 minutes later, and then she was very upset because we 
didn't deal with it right then, and I avoided it. Even though I wasn't necessarily 
avoiding it. I was just taking the time to, like, be able to come back to talk about 
in a more rational way. So I see those, those will be occurrences that I notice that 
are more frequent when we get upset. [ ] I kind of, like, pull back and, like, 
breathe and, and it really helps. But I know it makes, it upsets her. 
 
Dan had the awareness that escalation was occurring, and he also knew that he 
needed to calm himself in order to prevent their “screaming at one another.” He took “15, 
20 minutes” to “pull back and breathe,” and then he felt calmer. This pause was an effort 
by Dan to do something different to improve their communication. Yet, Dan’s pausing 
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“upset” his wife Sophia, and she felt that he had abandoned her. Dan was confused why 
the pausing upset Sophia so much since he found the pausing “really helps.” The space 
that Dan was providing by pausing did not feel loving or supportive to Sophia. This 
couple, especially Sophia, scored in the distressed range on the RDAS. Because of the 
intense pattern in their relationship conflict, the couple perhaps needed more support to 
implement communication changes.    
Listening subtheme. The listening subtheme includes mindfulness graduates’ 
descriptions of trying to listen to their partners differently. This desire to listen differently 
sometimes emerged from mindful listening exercises taught during the MBSR class. 
Listening offered the possibility to practice mindfulness in relationship with their 
partners. The listening subtheme included 37 data segments, and 10 out of the 13 
mindfulness graduates contributed. This subtheme sometimes overlapped with the 
previous communication subtheme as well as the attunement subtheme.  
Alice from Couple 5secretly practiced the mindful listening exercise from her 
MBSR class with her husband Jack. During their couple interview, she told Jack about 
her experience of practicing mindful listening: 
And the idea was that a lot of times when you're listening to someone, you're 
actually listening to yourself as much as you're listening to them, and, like, kind of 
figuring out what you're going to say and how you're going to respond and what, 
you know, what your next move is going to be. And so, part of the practice was to 
just stay with the person and not kind of, you know, figure out your own game 
plan. So I practiced this with you, and admittedly not all the time. Um, and you 
talked a lot more than you would have. [ ] Um, actually this woman in the class 
and I laughed about it because she was doing it with her husband. She's like, 
"God, he just goes on and on." And there is that moment where you feel like you 
don't have control anymore. Um, so it wasn't necessarily like I felt like– I felt kind 
of bad, actually, because I felt like I wasn't giving people— or you in particular—
a lot of space to talk.  
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When Alice described how she practiced mindful listening with Jack, she 
emphasized the shift from focusing on herself to “just stay with the person and not figure 
out your own game plan.” She intentionally listened differently to Jack as an experiment. 
As a result, Jack “talked a lot more.” She recognized that previously she was not giving 
Jack “a lot of space to talk.” This experiment was not comfortable for Alice, because the 
interaction was unfamiliar and she felt that she did not “have control anymore.” She had a 
new experience of herself in relationship to Jack and consequently a different experience 
of Jack. She was humbled by this awareness of her tendency to not give him space.  
 William from Couple 6 also experimented with the mindful listening practice 
during his conversations with his wife Leah. He tried this listening experiment because he 
had “limited luck listening to her” when he would come home from work and ask Leah 
about her day. His anxiety about his job would capture his attention, and the conversation 
would quickly become one-sided as his anxiety escalated. During his individual 
interview, William shared his experience of listening differently to Leah: 
And when you're distracted, and this was it for me, you come back. And that was 
where I was– you know, I'd listen, but I never did that. There'd be a period of time 
when I'd just be gone from the– and she could tell. That, I didn't expect. I didn't 
expect her to be able to tell. [ ] She could tell that I was listening differently. I 
knew that because of the way she reacted after. [ ] And I could tell in the times 
that I was doing it there was a deeper connection. 
 
In his above description, William emphasized that learning how to “come back” 
was “it for me”—the key skill in listening differently. Formal mindfulness practices 
encourage practitioners to notice whenever their attention has wandered from the object 
of attention and consistently return their attention back to the object. By noticing when 
his attention to Leah wandered and then coming back, William was integrating his 
mindfulness practice into their relationship. He said, “I never did that” and “I’d just be 
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gone” when he listened to her previously. His experiments of listening differently 
resulted in an experience of “deeper connection” with Leah. He felt that “she could tell 
that I was listening differently.” Listening differently facilitated an experience of 
attunement in the relationship for William, and he later said “it was like a gift.”  
 In Couple 3, Lily also reported an experience of listening to her husband Noah 
differently. The couple stayed up late talking one night, and Lily felt like she was not 
being heard when she was trying to communicate an important thought. Noah then 
responded that he did not feel that Lily was listening to him. She described how his 
statement made such an impact on her and what she tried to do differently afterward: 
I think I was, like, listening more. I think I was humbled a little. Cuz I tend to be 
the one [in self-deprecating tone] that’s like had psychotherapy and I know how 
he needs to change and what he needs to do and, you know. So it was – it was – it 
was a good lesson for me. [ ] To let him just be and listen and see how I could 
change even if that meant just being a better listener. 
 
Like Alice, Lily “was humbled a little” by her insight about her usual way of 
communicating with her husband. She recognized that she privileged her ideas over 
Noah’s ideas and typically felt that he was the one who needed to change. Her interaction 
with Noah gave her an awareness of this pattern of reactivity, and she was receptive to 
his feedback. Her shift in listening gave him more space in the relationship— “to let him 
just be.” This offering of space reflected an increased acceptance of Noah. Instead of 
focusing on what needed to change in Noah, she focused on changing herself by “being a 
better listener” and being more receptive to his ideas in addition to her own. 
Response flexibility. The subtheme of response flexibility illustrates the process 
of mindfulness graduates making a behavioral change based on their increased self-
awareness. Mindfulness graduates reported situations where they paused before acting 
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and then responded differently than their usual stress reaction. Response flexibility refers 
to the actual moment of making a different choice. This subtheme was noted 29 times in 
the mindfulness graduate and couple interviews, and 11 out of the 13 mindfulness 
graduates were represented in this subtheme. The response flexibility data segments had 
significant overlaps with two other subthemes in this behavioral shift superordinate 
theme—communication and listening. 
 Making choices was frequently noted by the mindfulness graduates. For example, 
Samantha from Couple 7 reflected on the effects of her mindfulness practice: “And it 
helped me kind of slow down and. . . realize that I get to sometimes choose my reaction.  
[ ] You know, the mindfulness is watching your reaction and maybe choosing that 
reaction or maybe not.” Samantha emphasized above that mindfulness helped her 
pause—“kind of slow down”—and recognize that she actually had a choice in her 
response. With emotional reactivity, there usually is no choice. One is typically captured 
by the momentum of the habitual reaction. She described that mindfulness training 
increased her awareness of her emotional reactivity so she was “watching your [my] 
reaction” and then “choosing that reaction or maybe not.” Simply being aware of her 
reactions opened up possibilities for new responses for Samantha and led to relational 
implications. Later in her individual interview, Samantha described this flexible response 
as “a new way of speaking” with her husband Jim about the contentious issue of clutter. 
Her statements provide a prospective anatomy of the process of response flexibility.  
In the next example, Jennifer from Couple 10 reported struggling with chronic 
pain and depression and often felt overwhelmed by the stress of parenting and 
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unemployment. She and her husband were in a car accident during her MBSR training, 
and below she described her response to the accident:   
I was very, you know, calm with it, where normally I would be, like, freaking out. 
You know, I was, you know, able to just, you know, handle the, handle the 
situation and, you know, I was able to think on my feet where normally it would 
be, like, I don’t even know what to do. [ ] Like, I wasn’t, like, crying or freaking 
out or anything. Just, it happened then, and that’s not how the old Jennifer would 
have been. 
 
Jennifer described above an increased ability to cope with stress in a calmer way 
compared to how “the old Jennifer would have been.” In this context, she was referring to 
the version of herself before she began the MBSR training. Her report that she “was able 
to think on my feet” is an example of response flexibility. Instead of the stress reactions 
of “freaking out” or “I don’t even know what to do,” Jennifer shared in the interview how 
she called the police, took photos with her camera phone, and exchanged information 
with the other driver. This example of response flexibility positively affected her 
relationship with her husband. She said he also saw the difference in her and told her, 
“You handled that great!”   
 Andrew from Couple 11 provided a specific example of response flexibility 
within his marital relationship. During his individual interview, I asked Andrew to 
elaborate on the implications of his insight that emotions were connected with physical 
sensations. He described how he paused to take deep breaths when he noticed reactivity 
in his body and then said:  
And sometimes just that pause in the, you know, the script of the old pattern of, of, 
of, uh, conversations is enough to, not con— not, not totally change the way the 
conversation goes, but to at least calm it down a little bit. And, um, uh, make—I 
think give, gives me a little greater sense of control over what I’m saying and, 
and, and what I’m doing, and how I’m, uh, uh, finding a little more independence 
from these autopilot interactions. 
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His awareness of emotional reactivity in his body encouraged him to pause. He 
stated above that pausing does not “totally change the conversation,” but pausing does 
“calm it down a little bit” and “gives me a little greater sense of control over what I’m 
saying and what I’m doing.” The “autopilot interactions” and “the script of the old 
pattern” are the habitual patterns of reactivity in his relationship that can control his 
behavior. In autopilot mode, the pilot is no longer flying the plane and has surrendered 
decision making to an automated program. Andrew’s descriptions are about finding “a 
greater sense of control” and “more independence” in the face of this automaticity. This 
freedom from habitual patterns represents the essence of response flexibility. Within this 
freedom may lay choice and the potential for new responses during interactions. 
Andrew’s conservative language when describing the effects of pausing—“a little 
greater,” “a little bit,” and “a little more”—may illuminate the subtle and incremental 
process of response flexibility. 
Satisfying interactions subtheme. The satisfying interactions subtheme captures 
descriptions of improved couple interactions and focuses more on the perceived relational 
benefits for some mindfulness graduates. This subtheme included 17 data segments and 
emerged in only a subset of the mindfulness graduate and couple interviews—9 out of 13 
couples (see Table 4.7). This subset hinted at which mindfulness graduates felt that the 
MBSR training directly benefitted their relationship.  
I developed the name of this subtheme from Lily in Couple 3, who said the 
following about the effects of MBSR training on her relationship: “There were just a lot 
more satisfying interactions.” She felt that learning mindfulness “took us to like another 
level where, um, again, like we had a deeper understanding and deeper, like, empathy for 
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each other and, um, just more satisfying interactions.” For Lily, the increased relationship 
satisfaction felt mutual and shared with her husband. The deeper understanding and 
empathy that she perceived appeared to improve her satisfaction level in the relationship. 
In his intimate partner interview, her husband Noah only noticed individual benefits from 
Lily’s MBSR training, but not any relational benefits. 
Alex from Couple 8 also shared an optimistic perspective about the relational 
effects of MBSR training. He remarked, “I think things are getting better.” His reported 
individual benefits of decreased depression and increased self-efficacy carried over into 
his experience of his relationship with Anne. He elaborated on the improved interactions: 
“It feels easier I guess now than I feel like it has felt before. It feels like a weight is being 
lifted.” This increased sense of “ease” connoted a trend of increased satisfaction and 
attunement in their relationship. From their couple case study, we know that Anne had 
approved Alex to move back in with her as a result of his new employment. 
Ava from Couple 1 provided a more tempered perspective of the relational effects 
of her MBSR training. Ava scored the lowest of any mindfulness graduate on the RDAS, 
and she described her struggles to cope with the differences between she and her partner 
Emily. Yet, Ava was very positive about the individual benefits of her MBSR experience. 
She said her middle school age daughter said, “Oh, yeah. We don’t have as many 
arguments.” To Ava, this “off-the-cuff comment” from her daughter was “very truthful.” 
Her daughter’s awareness of reduced conflict between Ava and Emily reflected an 
observable improvement in their couple relationship. This statement from her daughter 
was meaningful to Ava, and she voiced her hope during her individual interview that this 
positive trend would continue and expand. 
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Lucas from Couple 12 offered a different interpretation of a satisfying interaction 
resulting from his MBSR training. During their couple interview, he playfully said to his 
partner Cameron, “Remember that one time you came home that night and you were 
really open and I was really open and we had great sex?” Lucas joked that he could 
market mindfulness to other gay men as a “great way to connect to— like a deepened 
sexual connection.” Lucas correlated the MBSR training with an increased openness and 
an ability to deepen sexual connection. He shared with Cameron that “an emotional 
intimacy during some kind of sexual act is mind-blowing.” Lucas’ increased emotional 
awareness and attunement to Cameron were the key factors to their satisfying sexual 
interaction.  
Behavioral shift summary. The behavioral shift superordinate theme outlined a 
process of change and is also summarized in Table 4.10 below. Applying the threefold 
logic, the ground of the behavioral shift was the development of an observer self and an 
increased awareness of emotional reactivity. The mindfulness graduates described being 
able to see themselves in tense situations, and an insight or clarity sometimes surfaced in 
the moment showing them that other choices were available. The path of the behavioral 
shift was doing something different—stepping out of autopilot reactions. Mindfulness 
graduates spoke humbly about often not being able to make this transition to doing 
something different. The power of these habitual patterns of reactivity was both an 
obstacle and opportunity to trying something different in their relationships. The response 
flexibility subtheme provided examples of how some mindfulness graduates navigated 
the transition from increased awareness to behavior change. The mindfulness graduates’ 
efforts to experiment with new behaviors included several new responses: the 
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identification and intentional voicing of their needs, trying to give their partners more 
space and accept them, and offering understanding and support. The fruition of the 
behavioral shift was learning. The results were sometimes satisfying interactions and 
decreased conflict. At other times, the fruition was sometimes a negotiation with the 
intimate partner about the behavioral shift or even increased conflict with the intimate 
partner. Mindfulness graduates were often aware of missed opportunities and shared their 
hopes to engage differently with their partners. 
 
 
Table 4.9 
 
Behavioral Shift Superordinate Theme: Ground, Path, and Fruition Summary 
Stage Description 
Ground Increased awareness of emotional reactivity and the development of an 
observer self. Insight/clarity sometimes emerged from this awareness. 
Path 
Stepping out of automatic reactions. Doing something different. Reactivity as 
an obstacle and an opportunity for change. Identification and intentional 
voicing of needs. Giving more space. Acceptance. Offering understanding and 
support. 
Fruition Learning. Sometimes satisfying interactions and decreased conflict. Sometimes negotiation with intimate partner. Awareness of missed opportunities and a 
humble intention to engage differently with their partners. 
 
 
 
Self in Relationship with Other Superordinate Theme 
 The self in relationship with other superordinate theme describes the mindfulness 
graduate’s perceptions of how their MBSR training affected their partners and what they 
think their partners perceived in them. The interview questions in this section asked 
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graduates to think systemically about how they impacted their partners and how they 
hypothesized their partners felt about this effect. This superordinate theme is divided into 
two subthemes, 1) the impact of self on others and 2) the perception of graduate by 
partner.  
Impact of self on others subtheme. The impact of self on others subtheme 
captures the graduates’ perceptions of how they think they affected others because of 
their MBSR training. This subtheme included 66 data segments, and all mindfulness 
graduates contributed. Thinking about how their mindfulness experience has impacted 
others involves a process of meaning making by the graduates. Several subthemes from 
the perceptual and behavioral shift superordinate themes tended to overlap with 
graduates’ descriptions of how their mindfulness training seemed to affect others. This 
subtheme represents a cluster of themes that captures a pattern of meaning. Additionally, 
this subtheme also overlapped with the graduates’ descriptions of the individual benefits 
of the MBSR training, including: calmness, self-awareness, focus, and self-acceptance. 
The graduates shared that these individual benefits somehow “made a difference” for 
their partners. 
 In the first example, I asked Ava from Couple 1 if she had any final reflections 
during her individual interview about the relational effects of her MBSR training. She 
answered: 
I would say mostly, it affected my relationship with myself, which in turn affects 
my relationship with others. [ ] From an integrated point of view, [ ] I’ve been 
aware of, you know, my physical being, my emotional state and my thoughts and 
how they all work together. [ ] And so when I’m more together, to say it 
colloquially, I can be more effective in my relationships, either intimate or at 
work or casual or neighborly or whatever. 
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Ava stated above that the effects on “my relationship with others” emerged from 
shifts in “my relationship with myself.” She described a process of integration—“from an 
integrated point of view”— through an increased awareness of her “physical being,” her 
“emotional state,” and her “thoughts.” This integration was punctuated by Ava’s insight 
into the interaction of her body sensations, her emotions, and her thoughts—“how they 
all work together.” The result of this integration was an experience of her self as “I’m 
more together.” This internal integration of herself spread outward and helped Ava “be 
more effective in my relationships” The direction of the relational impact seemed to be 
inside-out—an intrapersonal shift created interpersonal effects for Ava. 
 Lucas from Couple 12 also described an inside-out process when I asked how his 
MBSR training affected his relationship with his partner Cameron. He said:  
Um, it made me a lot more patient with myself and with him. Uh, it’s sort of the 
two of us together. So I was much more patient with, um, uh, I don’t know, his not 
doing things in a timely fashion. [ ] I was also much more at peace with me.  
 
Lucas described above feeling “more patient with myself” and “much more at 
peace with me.” He reported that these individual benefits affected how he interacted 
with Cameron. He shared that the relationship with himself could not be 
compartmentalized from his relationship with Cameron—“it’s sort of the two of us 
together.” For Lucas, a change in his relationship with himself inevitably affected his 
relationship with Cameron. Later in the interview, I asked Lucas if his increased self-
acceptance affected his relationships with Cameron and others. He reiterated that, “It 
makes things much better. [ ] I imagine that if I’m kinder to myself, I’m also kinder to 
them.” The MBSR training felt valuable to his relationships because he could see the 
kindness toward himself extending out to others. 
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 This inside-out process of change and its effect on external relationships was 
subtler and blurrier for some other mindfulness graduates. Alice from Couple 5 was very 
humble about her MBSR experience. She described the MBSR program as a deeply 
meaningful experience whose effects she could not yet articulate. When I asked her what 
her MBSR experience meant to her marriage moving forward, she poignantly answered:  
I don't know, you know. I don't even know what it means for me moving forward. [ 
] I think. . . I think the sort of calmer, more content, more sort of accepting I am, 
the better it is for both of us. But what that really looks like, I don't know, you 
know. I mean, I really don't know. So it doesn't make our problems go away 
[laughter], that's for sure. 
 
  The MBSR training was an entirely new experience, vastly different from Alice’s 
analytic academic background and her recent focus on her dissertation. She somehow 
knew that her increased calmness, contentment, and acceptance were all beneficial to her 
marital relationship. But Alice genuinely did not know what form any relational effect 
would take. She clarified that mindfulness “doesn’t make our problems go away.” The 
MBSR training had certainly provided Alice with a new experience of herself, but she 
and her husband were still facing difficult decisions about fertility treatments and her 
ongoing job search. Yet, the increased calmness and acceptance described by Alice were 
also identified by other mindfulness graduates as significant relational effects of their 
MBSR training.  
Several mindfulness graduates like Alice were not sure what the effects of 
mindfulness could be on their intimate partner relationships. They described significant 
issues within their relationships that were not just going to disappear by accepting their 
partners or feeling calmer. For example, Jennifer from Couple 10 had withdrawn from 
her family life because of her chronic pain. She shared several examples of how she was 
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engaging more with her husband and children during her MBSR training—driving a car 
again, going to the grocery store for the first time in several months, attending weekend 
family gatherings again, and helping to put the children to bed. Yet, when I asked about 
her experiences of being in a relationship with her husband Eli during her MBSR 
training, she said:  
Unfortunately, I don’t really think it changed all that much only because I still 
had all my medical issues. I think even though I, you know, was more relaxed and 
I was a little more patient, still had the daily migraines, still had the back pain, 
was still, you know, still had, you know, the two kids driving me crazy. 
 
Although Jennifer described feeling “more relaxed” and “a little more patient,” 
she felt that the relational impact of mindfulness could not be substantial because of the 
pre-existing stressors of her medical issues and her children. With these stressors still 
present after completing her MBSR training, Jennifer could not describe any major 
improvements in her relationship. I later asked Jennifer to talk more about any potential 
obstacles to extending her self-acceptance to others. She replied, “I have to get me first 
before I can, you know, extend it to someone else, and I’m not—I’m not there yet.” 
Jennifer described the obstacle as developmental. She felt that more personal integration 
of mindfulness practice with herself was a prerequisite to extending these benefits to 
others. In the next subtheme and in the intimate partner global comments, I will further 
explore the impact of Jennifer’s MBSR training on her family. 
 Andrew from Couple 11 frequently articulated descriptions that felt globally 
representative of other mindfulness graduates’ experiences. During his interview, I 
experienced both a saturation and punctuation of global themes for the mindfulness 
graduates. I asked him what his MBSR experience meant to his life, and he responded:  
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I think what the, the mindfulness course has done for me, and its importance in 
my life, is that it has, has, has helped me pay more attention to, uh, the way I 
interact with others and with myself, um, and pay attention to, uh, to myself and, 
uh, the decisions I’m making and, uh, emotions I’m feeling. Um, and it’s not a 
complete transformation in the way I live my life, but it’s a positive, uh, uh, 
change in that I, um, uh, I’m not always more attentive to, to, uh, who I am and 
what I’m doing and how I’m interacting with others, but I, I more often am able to 
remind myself that, um, uh, living my life, uh, in a healthy-full way, um, is easier 
when I’m, uh, taking time to, to, uh, to relax and to focus, and to pay attention, 
uh, to what I’m doing and how I’m, uh, interacting with others.  
  
In the above quote, Andrew summarized some of the other mindfulness 
graduates’ descriptions that paying attention to themselves with acceptance has 
influenced how they pay attention to others. He also described paying more attention to 
himself in relationship with others when he discussed “the way I interact with others.” I 
viewed this as an increased receptivity toward both himself and others because of his 
perceptual shift. His view of this change also seemed to resonate with other mindfulness 
graduates’ descriptions. He said that the effect of his MBSR training was “not a complete 
transformation,” but it was “a positive change” because he could “remind” himself “to 
relax, to focus, and to pay attention.” Like Alice from Couple 5, Andrew was also 
humble and said “I’m not always more attentive” to others. The increased self-awareness 
helped him to notice his own reactivity—moments when he was not attentive to others. 
The MBSR training also affirmed the value of taking the time to pause and pay attention 
to himself and others, practices that he felt made living a “healthy-full” life “easier.”  
Perception of graduate by partner subtheme. This perception of graduate by 
partner subtheme represents the mindfulness graduates’ views of their partners’ 
perspectives about the MBSR training. Specific interview questions asked graduates to 
describe what their partners actually said about their MBSR experience or to provide 
their predictions of their partners’ perceptions. Thirty data segments from all of the 
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mindfulness graduates—except for Rebecca in Couple 2—comprised this subtheme. Like 
the previous subtheme about the impact of self on others, this subtheme also overlapped 
with graduates’ descriptions of calmness and acceptance. Understandably, mindfulness 
graduates who shared more about their MBSR experience with their partners also 
appeared to know more about their partners’ perceptions.  
Several mindfulness graduates were unsure what their partners noticed in them 
and expressed a lot of curiosity about their partners’ perceptions. Lily from Couple 3 
shared her hopes about what her husband Noah perceived: “I’m hoping that he felt more 
loved and more accepted and validated for his ideas and his perspective.” She hoped that 
her husband felt she transferred her self-acceptance and increased receptivity to him. Yet, 
Lily also expressed uncertainty about what Noah perceived. She said, “I felt more alive. I 
don’t know if he saw it or not.” She also wondered if “maybe he forgot” about their late 
night conversation where she felt “just blown away” by her clarity that she needed to 
listen to him differently. Although she had a deep, meaningful experience, Lily did not 
know what her MBSR training meant to Noah and what he may have noticed.  
Alice from Couple 5 also wondered about what her husband Jack may have 
noticed in her. She reflected on how her MBSR training may have affected Jack:  
I think there are moments where I have felt more connected,[ ] and like more, I 
don't know, content with it, like content with our life than maybe I had been 
previously at different times. Like, you know, always, like, worrying about what 
we're doing, or what we're doing next, or what's going to happen, or what I'm 
going to do, what's going to happen to me, and all this kind of stuff. [ ] I don't 
know if he noticed, I have no idea. Um, but I noticed them.  
 
In the above quote, Alice noticed more feelings of contentment about “our life” as 
a result of her increased attention to the present moment versus her usual projections into 
the future. She stated that she noticed these moments of contentment, but had “no idea” if 
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Jack noticed them too. Later in the interview, she again expressed her uncertainty 
regarding Jack’s perceptions: “I think also because a lot of it was happening, like, 
internally.” Since her experience of contentment and calmness was internal, she did not 
know if and how these internal experiences may be manifesting externally.  
  Revisiting Jennifer from Couple 10 offers an interesting and paradoxical 
perspective on the possible relational effects of her MBSR training. Recall in the previous 
subtheme that Jennifer did not feel her MBSR training had affected her intimate 
relationship at all because she still had her medical issues. Yet, when she reflected on her 
husband Eli’s perceptions about her MBSR training, she described significant relational 
effects: 
I know he was happy I was getting off the recliner and doing something other 
than sitting, you know, on the recliner. But, since he did notice a difference, you 
know, you know, he was glad that it, you know, it was money well spent. [ ] It’s 
been so long since, you know, he’s seen me smile like the woman he married, you 
know. And, you know, we’ve—when we’ve gone out recently or we’ve gone to, 
like, you know, family events, it’s like, you know, some of our cousins who have, 
are some of our closest friends, you know, they were like, you know, I feel like I 
have, you know, my Jennifer back again, you know.   
 
Jennifer knew that Eli was happy because she was “getting of the recliner” and 
engaging more in their family life. She also said that Eli saw the value in the mindfulness 
training and “it was money well spent.” Most vividly, she indicated that her husband and 
closest family members felt like “I have my Jennifer back again.” She said that Eli “did 
notice a difference” and had not “seen me smile like the woman he married” in such a 
“long” time. Jennifer presented a paradox of co-existing, conflicting perceptions. She did 
not think her marriage was affected, yet she felt her husband saw the old Jennifer that he 
married re-emerge during her MBSR training. My theory is that Jennifer’s experience of 
her relationship did not change significantly because her chronic pain and medical issues 
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were such a salient and painful part of her life. But when she considered the effects of her 
MBSR training for Eli, she was able to see the relational benefits of her MBSR 
participation from his perspective. During the interviews, purposefully shifting their 
perspectives to their intimate partners influenced how the mindfulness graduates made 
sense of their MBSR experience.   
 Grace of Couple 4 probably shared the least with her intimate partner about her 
MBSR experience. Grace’s response regarding her husband Ben’s perception of her 
MBSR training is noteworthy. She said, “I’m not over-thinking this question. Um, I think 
anything that falls into the bucket of [laughter] ‘keeps her happy,’ you know, he, he 
gives, like, two thumbs up.” Grace’s statement suggests a more general and indirect 
effect of the MBSR training on relationships. If mindfulness practice makes the 
participant happy or calm, then the intimate partner is generally supportive in a 
superficial, detached way. Because Ben was overwhelmed with work and his parents’ 
illnesses, the couple were living parallel lives. He was very detached from her MBSR 
training, and Grace viewed her MBSR participation as a very personal, individual 
endeavor. 
In contrast, Jim in Couple 7 probably shared the most with his wife about his 
MBSR experience since she actually took the class with him. Couple 7 represented the 
other end of the relationship spectrum of sharing with an intimate partner. Jim’s 
description of his wife Samantha’s perceptions described why increased sharing about the 
MBSR experience may amplify the relational effects. He said: 
I think that there is the feeling between us of that, you know. . . I am more focused 
and ah. . . and it's one of those things. . . I guess it's kind of strange in that there's 
been a lot of stuff that she hasn't noticed, but then I kind of like point out the 
changes, and she's like, "You know, you're right." 
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Jim mentioned earlier in his interview that Samantha had noticed a difference 
from his calmness, attunement, and decluttering projects. But in the above, he stated, 
“there’s been a lot of stuff that she hasn’t noticed.“ This detail was initially surprising 
because the couple had taken the class together and spoke with each other daily about 
mindfulness. Even in this shared experience, Jim had to “point out the changes“ to 
Samantha. She agreed with his observations, and an awareness of Jim’s shift then entered 
their mutual understanding of their relationship. The mindfulness graduates sharing with 
their intimate partners helped to make their internal shift more visible and relevant to the 
external context of their couple’s relationship.  
 Rebecca in Couple 2 was the only mindfulness graduate not included in this 
subtheme, and her experience may also illuminate the relational effects. She had 
difficulty anticipating how her MBSR training had affected her husband Ethan. The 
couple had faced a very stressful series of events with Ethan’s attempted suicide and job 
loss. Each member of the couple had entered individual therapy and began taking 
psychotropic medication when Rebecca started the MBSR class. The family crisis and 
multiple interventions seemed to cloud Rebecca’s perceptions of the effects of her MBSR 
training. Rebecca could clearly see how Ethan’s growth in his individual therapy had 
positively affected her, but she was uncertain how her growth had affected Ethan. 
Regarding how she affected Ethan, she said, “the more mellow I am, the less I’m 
hammering him.” Yet, she could not conceive what Ethan’s perceptions might be. Like 
Jennifer and Eli in Couple 10, the relational effects of MBSR training in Couple 2 were 
more clearly articulated by Ethan, the intimate partner.  
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Self in relationship to other superordinate theme summary. Applying the 
threefold logic again, I summarize the self in relationship to other superordinate theme 
below and in Table 4.10. The ground of this superordinate theme was the internal shift of 
the mindfulness graduate. This shift was individual and personal as the graduates had a 
different experience of themselves, in which previously ignored or exiled parts were 
attended to and sometimes integrated. Features of this intrapersonal shift were increased 
calmness, attention, awareness, and self-acceptance. The path was experimenting with 
this new experience of themselves in relationship with their partners, families, and others. 
This experimentation included both subtle and concrete external methods of mindfulness, 
including the behavioral shift subthemes of listening and communication. The graduates 
experimented with different ways to attend to this triad of relational experience: the self 
in relationship, the relationship itself, and the intimate partner in relationship. The level 
that mindfulness graduates shared with their intimate partners about their internal shift 
and their experimentation varied, creating a spectrum of different experiences. The 
ground of internal shift leading to the path of external experimentation illustrates the 
inside-out process of change that several mindfulness graduates described.  
The fruition of this theme was a pattern of meaning described as “making a 
difference,” which I drew from the descriptions of Alice in Couple 5. She said of the 
mindfulness training, “It'll make a difference for me, and I know that by extension it will 
make a difference for him, because we're together.” The majority of mindfulness 
graduates consistently voiced that they had experienced deep, personal meaning during 
their MBSR training. This meaning seemed to arise from increased awareness, 
acceptance, and a subsequent shift in their relationships with themselves. The MBSR 
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training made a difference for them personally, and they also described having an 
expanded perspective of themselves in their relationships. While the majority of 
graduates cited a shift, many were uncertain about how this shift specifically affected 
their intimate partner relationships. Therefore, a feature of “making a difference” was a 
sense of humility and a curiosity about their partner’s perceptions. Many viewed the 
MBSR training as a beginning, a passage into new and uncertain territory.   
 
 
Table 4.10 
 
Self in Relationship to Other Superordinate Theme: Ground, Path, and Fruition 
Summary 
 
Stage Description 
Ground 
Internal shift of the mindfulness graduate. Different experience of self in which 
exiled or ignored parts were attended to and sometimes integrated. Features of 
this intrapersonal shift were increased calmness, attention, awareness, and self-
acceptance. 
Path 
Experimenting with this new experience of themselves in their relationships 
with others. Subtle and explicit methods of experimentation—including 
listening and communication. Attending to the triad of relational experience: the 
self in relationship, the relationship itself, and the intimate partner in 
relationship. Inside-out process of change. 
Fruition 
Making a difference. Deep personal meaning from their shift in relationship to 
themselves. Uncertain about what intimate partners felt. Sense of humility and 
curiosity about partner’s perceptions. Mindfulness training as just a beginning. 
Passage into new and uncertain territory. 
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Intimate Partners’ Global Themes: Across Group Analysis 
 I will next explore the direct descriptions of the intimate partners to include a 
second-person perspective of the MBSR training. The intimate partner global themes 
developed from the individual intimate partner interviews and the couple interviews. 
There are 13 intimate partners in the intimate partner group because both members of 
Couple 7, who took the class together, were included as intimate partners. During this 
stage of the data analysis, common experiences among the intimate partners were 
identified and then compared and contrasted with the shared experiences of the 
mindfulness graduates. The following three superordinate themes emerged for the 
intimate partners: a) positive observations, b) perceived impact, and c) meaning making. 
Similar to the mindfulness graduates’ global themes, seven subthemes were identified 
that provide more detailed examples of the intimate partners’ experiences. Table 4.11 
provides an overview of the intimate partners’ global themes. The threefold logic is again 
applied at the conclusion of this section to provide an overall summary of the intimate 
partners’ global themes. 
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Table 4.11 
 
Intimate Partners’ (IPs) Global Themes 
Level Theme Theme Frequency/  
IP Quotes Used in this Chapter 
400 Superordinate Theme: 
Positive Observations 90 Total segments: All IPs  
401 General Positive Perception 41 segments: All IPs  IP Quotes: 2B, 1B, 3B, 4B, 5B 
402 Graduate’s Improved Emotional Balance 49 segments: All IPs  IP Quotes: 12B, 6B, 10B, 5B, 9B, 4B 
500 Superordinate Theme: 
Perceived Impact 171 Total segments: All IPs 
501 Perception of Communications 91 segments: All IPs IP Quotes: 7AS, 8B, 1B 
502 Impact on Intimate Partner and Relationship 80 segments. All IPs IP Quotes: 2B, 10B, 6B, 3B, 9B 
600 Superordinate Theme: 
Meaning Making 72 Total segments: All IPs 
601 Appreciation 29 segments: 10 of 13 IPs. IP Quotes:1B, 6B, 2B, 11B, 12B 
602 Negotiation of Meaning 21 segments: 7 of 13 IPs. IP Quotes: 3B, 5B, 9B 
603 Continuing Practice 22 segments: 10 of 13 IPs. IP Quotes: 6B, 8B, 10B, 2B, 12B 
 
 
Positive Observations Superordinate Theme 
 The first superordinate theme, positive observations, describes intimate partners’ 
general observations of the graduates’ MBSR training experiences. These observations 
were the intimate partners’ straightforward responses to questions asking what they 
noticed in the mindfulness graduates. More specific and nuanced reactions about the 
impact of the MBSR training on the intimate partners are discussed in the latter two 
superordinate themes. This positive observations superordinate theme is further divided 
into two subthemes—a) general positive perception and b) graduate’s improved 
emotional balance. 
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 General positive perception subtheme—“It was a good thing.” This subtheme, 
general positive perception, summarizes the consistent feedback from intimate partners 
that the MBSR training was generally positive and helpful for the graduates. Both 
intimate partners in Couples 2 and 4 made the same remark about the mindfulness 
training—“It was a good thing”—which seemed to capture the intimate partners’ general 
views. As displayed in Table 4.11, this subtheme appeared 41 times among all 13 
intimate partners. This subtheme also significantly overlapped with subthemes in the 
other two superordinate themes—perceived impact and meaning making. This overlap 
illustrates the interconnected nature of the intimate partner themes and how this general 
positive perception subtheme was a foundational element in the intimate partners’ 
experiences. 
 Overall, intimate partners were uniformly positive about the graduates’ 
mindfulness training as nobody voiced any negative effects. Eli from Couple 10, for 
example, shared his observations about his wife Jennifer’s MBSR training, “You know, 
she hasn’t had those kinds of things in a while, the positive experiences. I didn’t see any 
negative. All I could see was a positive.” His positive observations of his wife during her 
MBSR training contrasted significantly with his previous observations of her ongoing 
struggle with chronic pain and depression. According to Eli, the MBSR training, 
provided some positive experiences that had been noticeably absent from Jennifer’s life.  
From the Couple 2 case study, recall that Rebecca and Ethan faced a family crisis 
when Ethan had attempted suicide and lost his job. Ethan described his observations of 
the effects of mindfulness training on his wife Rebecca, “It was almost like a grounding 
for her, trying to ground herself. And I think that that she needed that. [ ] It was a very 
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positive impact on her.” Eli noticed that the MBSR training fulfilled his wife’s need for 
stability and support during a tumultuous time. He also recognized that a certain effort 
was necessary in the mindfulness training when he stated that Rebecca was “trying to 
ground herself.” The impact of the MBSR training was positive for Eli because his wife 
learned a new way to find some stability in the middle of a crisis.  
Emily from Couple 1 also observed novel self-care behaviors from her partner 
Ava’s MBSR training. She said, “I noticed that she took time for herself for this and I 
appreciated that that she wasn’t always having to produce. So for her to sit [practice 
meditation] was somewhat revolutionary because she is a doer, she is an achiever.” Emily 
expressed appreciation that Ava practicing mindfulness was a “somewhat revolutionary” 
shift from her typical mode of achievement and production. Her observation that Ava 
“took time for herself” stood out to Emily as a positive new behavior.  
 The male intimate partners from Couples 3, 4, and 5 highlight a positive, but more 
detached view of the graduates’ MBSR training. Lily, the mindfulness graduate from 
Couple 3, had taped the chart of her MBSR post-test results (the Profile of Mood States) 
on the couple’s bathroom mirror. She was very excited about the improvements in her 
mood and concentration that the chart highlighted. Her husband, Noah, agreed with the 
chart and reflected, “It seems to me, whatever is going on in her life, she seems to be 
doing better.” This general support of the MBSR training was also expressed in a comical 
way by Ben in Couple 4. He had been very busy with his job and taking care of his ill 
parents. Ben described his appreciation for his wife Grace’s MBSR participation, 
“There’s a lot of people who don’t have any patience for that. [ ] So, I think it’s all a good 
thing. [ ] It’s good that one of us does it and I’m glad it’s her, but—[laughter].” He 
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noticed that her MBSR training was generally helpful and positive. He also joked that she 
was the member of their couple who made this effort so that he did not have to.  
 Finally, Jack from Couple 5 also described his support of the MBSR training 
based on its generally positive effects on his wife Alice. He said, “I certainly don't see 
any negative, ah, impact on the relationship. [ ] Like I said, I think if she feels like it's 
working for her, or if she's getting something out of it, I'm completely supportive of it.” 
The two main reference points of Jack’s practical evaluation of Alice’s MBSR training 
were whether it negatively affected their relationship and if she felt it was helping her. He 
was aware of how much the MBSR training meant to Alice, and so he supported her 
efforts. This more detached observer perspective in the descriptions from Couples 3, 4, 
and 5 introduces an important subgroup of intimate partners who did not feel directly 
affected by the graduates’ MBSR training. All of the intimate partners, however, noticed 
that the MBSR participants were engaged in a process of self-development that involved 
a commitment to practice. They all felt this process was “a good thing” because the 
graduates told them it was helpful. Also, some intimate partners noticed new and positive 
shifts in the graduates.   
Graduate’s improved emotional balance subtheme. This second subtheme, 
graduate’s improved emotional balance, includes intimate partner observations of 
increased calmness and focus in the mindfulness graduates. This subtheme appeared 49 
times in all of the intimate partners’ descriptions. This subtheme is also a major 
foundational element that often overlapped with other subthemes, most notably with the 
perception of communications subtheme in the upcoming perceived impact superordinate 
theme. 
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 Recall that Lucas from Couple 12 wanted to work on his anger and volatility 
toward his partner Cameron during his MBSR training. During the intimate partner 
interview, Cameron described his observations of Lucas:  
He was much more calm and more settled than he usually was and seemed much 
happier with himself without having to work as hard as he seemed like he had to 
at other times to be happy with himself. And so that is something that I saw as a 
difference. He sort of had tools that he could call on and use. [ ] The way he 
talked about himself was much more gentle. The way he, um, he felt like he was 
more able to sit in silence, in moments of silence with ease.   
 
 In the quote above, Cameron noted that this perceived calmness in Lucas was 
related to an increased ability to “be happy with himself” and experience a sense of 
“ease.” Cameron cited this calmness as “a difference” from how Lucas “usually was.” 
Like the positive descriptions of the mindfulness graduates in the previous section, 
Cameron located this shift as originating from within Lucas—Lucas’ relationship with 
himself. Cameron observed an increase in Lucas’ self-acceptance as evidenced by Lucas 
speaking about himself in a “much more gentle” way and “without having to work as 
hard” to “be happy with himself.” These descriptions imply a noticeable shift in attitude, 
tone, and type of effort in Lucas’ intrapersonal dynamics—the way he related to himself. 
Cameron connected this intrapersonal shift with the mindfulness practices when he stated 
that Lucas “had tools that he could call on and use.” Being “more able to sit in silence” 
also suggested that Cameron observed Lucas slowing down and pausing, which is the 
foundation of mindfulness practice. In summary, Cameron seemed to observe some 
external characteristics of an internal shift within Lucas from his MBSR training.  
 Observations of increased calmness like Cameron’s above description appeared 
consistently in the intimate partner interviews. Remember that William from Couple 6 
signed up for the MBSR training because he felt his anxiety was hurting the relationship 
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with his then fiancée Leah. When I asked Leah about her observations of his MBSR 
training, she said, “It seems like it did something for him. Like it, he was able to be– 
definitely he's been able to be in the moment more, instead of in the future.” During her 
interview, Leah described how William’s anxiety escalated when he projected into the 
future. For many intimate partners, the graduates’ increased ability to focus on the 
present seemed to be an influential feature in the increased calmness and balance they 
observed in the graduates. Leah also shared her impressions of a potential link between 
William’s increased focus on the present and his shift in how he was relating to his 
anxiety. She stated:  
I think he's able to either let the anxiety and the job stuff, like it, just let it sit 
there. Like, "I see you. You're over there, and that's cool, and I'm over here, and 
we'll just let that, let it be like that." [ ] Sometimes I think he, he pretends he's not 
anxious. But, I think he is more in the moment, like, not just pretending to be. 
 
 Leah shared above that William is relating to his anxiety and job stress differently 
by developing the ability to “just let it sit there.” Her description of his internal 
conversation with the anxiety—“I see you”—suggested an awareness and acceptance of 
anxiety instead of attempts to avoid, control, or resist it. Yet, she expressed her doubt if 
he is sometimes pretending not to be anxious. This statement shows that she recognized 
that William is engaged in a process of learning. She concluded her description with a 
reference to William being “more in the moment.” Being present seems to be a 
prerequisite for William’s increased emotional balance and his ability to relate to his 
anxiety differently. 
 Eli from Couple 10 also observed how his wife Jennifer would try to calm herself 
during interactions with their children. He said: 
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She would take the deep breaths, you know? She would, she would be in the 
middle of getting ready to, to yell or to scold, and she would just stop and 
breathe, and try to refocus, you know. And she taught it to Maura [eldest 
daughter], which I thought was cute because now Maura was trying to teach it to 
April [youngest daughter] when she starts crying.   
 
Eli described above how Jennifer would become aware when she was about “to 
yell or to scold” the children and instead “would just stop and breathe.” He recognized 
that Jennifer was trying to integrate mindfulness right “in the middle” of their family 
interactions and catch herself before she defensively and automatically reacted. Jennifer 
found the mindfulness practice so valuable that she taught a breathing practice to their 
eldest daughter, who then tried to teach it to her younger sister. Trying to cultivate 
calmness became a commodity that was shared with other family members. 
Even intimate partners with a more tempered perception of the MBSR training’s 
effects noticed some aspect of increased emotional balance in the graduates. Jack from 
Couple 5 said, “There are perhaps moment where, ah, you know, it helps her, you know, 
to be a little calmer, or maybe a little more accepting, ah, a little more comfortable.” 
Sophia of Couple 9 shared about her husband Dan, “He seemed to calm down a little bit 
actually—a little bit.” Ben from Couple 4 said that his wife Grace was “just calmer, you 
know, so let’s leave it at [that].” He described that maybe Grace was “not putting in” 
anything new in the relationship because of her MBSR training, but he said she was 
“certainly not taking out” as much from the relationship. For Ben, Grace’s increased 
calmness seemed to manifest itself as an absence in their relationship. The increased 
emotional balance seemed to have a subtle effect on relationships through the absence of 
some reactivity that the intimate partners were accustomed to seeing in the graduates. In 
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the next theme, the impact of emotional balance on the intimate partners and the couple 
relationships is explored. 
Perceived Impact Superordinate Theme 
 The next superordinate theme, perceived impact, describes the intimate partners’ 
perceptions of how the graduates’ MBSR training affected both the intimate partners 
themselves and their couple relationships. The previous superordinate theme captured 
intimate partner observations of the graduates, while this superordinate theme explores 
the impact on the intimate partners. This superordinate theme comprises two subthemes, 
a) perception of communications and b) impact on intimate partner and relationship.  
 Perception of communications subtheme. This subtheme, perception of 
communications, specifically explores the intimate partners’ perceptions of how the 
graduates’ MBSR training affected the couples’ communication patterns. This subtheme 
appeared 91 times and all 13 intimate partners were represented. This communications 
subtheme frequently overlapped with the graduate’s improved emotional balance 
subtheme, showing the link between the expression of emotions and style of 
communication. Additionally, the communication subtheme included descriptions of 
reduced conflict, increased openness, and increased acceptance.  
 Recall from the Couple 7 case study that Samantha and Jim took the MBSR 
training together. She had requested more empathy from him during their couples therapy 
sessions, but improvement was not occurring. During her interview, Samantha described 
her perception of recent communications with Jim during the MBSR course: 
Usually whenever we would talk, it's mostly about Jim. [ ] I think he would often, 
whenever we talked, he would really think in terms of how it affected him. He 
would take everything personally and. . . I think he's stopped doing that to some 
extent, and then listened to me differently. . . He would listen to me in terms of 
how it affected me, not listen to me in terms of how it affected him. 
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Samantha experienced a shift in how Jim listened to her. Instead of listening “in 
terms of how it affected him,” she noticed that Jim began to listen to how she was 
affected. She later described this shift as an increase in Jim’s empathy. Jim’s shift 
appeared to include an increased receptivity toward her by being more open to her 
perspective. Instead of his usual reaction to “take everything personally,” he somehow 
developed the emotional balance to respond differently. Later in her interview, Samantha 
said that Jim was “being more mindful with his speech and reactions.” She noticed “more 
back and forth” during his conversations with their children. She summarized the impact: 
“When someone has a habit that they just do automatically, and they've done that for 45 
years, it's really worth noting when they take a look at it. I thought that was great.” 
Anne from Couple 8 shared a similar experience of increased receptivity from her 
partner Alex. She said,  
I feel like communication probably did improve between the two of us because—
that’s sort of been coming slowly, though, since before this, I would say, because 
we noticed that we were having some difficulties. But I mean, yeah, he’s trying to 
be more sensitive to me, I think.  
 
 Anne believed that their interactions did improve because Alex was “trying to be 
more sensitive.” The couple had been facing challenges and were “slowly” working on 
their communications. During Alex’s MBSR training, she witnessed how he was trying to 
be more receptive to her. Later during her interview, she also shared that “he was just 
saying things more.” Because of Alex’s depression, she said that in the past Alex “would 
often not talk about things that were bothering him” and “would internalize them.” Alex’s 
increased sharing sometimes resulted in awkward exchanges that elicited defensiveness 
from Anne. During their couple interview, she described their negotiation of a new 
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communication pattern: “We’re trying to strike a balance there between, like, my reaction 
and what he says so that we’re not stunting progress.” Similar to Samantha’s above 
description, Anne also reported that their couple interactions were reorganizing. Both 
Anne’s and Samantha’s descriptions are similar to many of the graduates’ descriptions of 
increased receptivity to their partners and experimentation with new behaviors during 
partner interactions. 
 Emily of Couple 1also noticed a difference in her interactions with her partner 
Ava. Both members of the couple emphasized how their personal differences sometimes 
sparked conflict. Emily stated that her “main observation of the shift” from Ava’s MBSR 
training was “there is just more calm in the family right now than there was before.” 
Emily also perceived “a subtle feeling of more acceptance really, is the… for me, I sense, 
for me, a little more sense of acceptance, of life and the difficulties included.” When I 
asked Emily how she could sense more acceptance from Ava, she responded, “Probably 
less amount of reactivity, she doesn’t get as upset.” Emily attributed the increased 
acceptance and calm in the family to Ava’s increased emotional balance. Despite these 
improvements, Emily further described the more complex reality of their 
communications: 
I certainly wished for less reactivity and there is still a level of reactivity. You 
know, sometimes I feel like anything I say she’s going to be upset about just 
because I’m saying it, and that still goes on sometimes. It still goes on but there 
are more periods of. . . there are more conversations, even if they are five 
seconds, where I feel like I’m getting acknowledgement from her or she is 
stopping to kind of connect or, you know, [say] “I recognize you.” 
 
While there are more periods of calm, the reactivity in their interactions still 
occurs. The significant development for Emily was an increase in “acknowledgement” 
from Ava during their communications. This “stopping to kind of connect” may be an 
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illustration of the graduates’ descriptions of pausing during reactivity. Emily’s 
description of feeling recognized by Ava—“I recognize you”—also corresponds with the 
graduates’ descriptions of attunement and deeper connection. 
 From the descriptions of Emily, Anne, and Samantha, interaction patterns were 
shifting as a result of the graduates’ MBSR training. Yet, their communication issues 
were only improved and not fully resolved. The graduates’ increased self-awareness and 
emotional balance seemed to create opportunities for new communication responses with 
their intimate partners. Additionally, the intimate partners observed an increased 
receptivity from the graduates and a shift to a more partner-centered focus. 
 Impact on intimate partner and relationship subtheme. This subtheme, impact 
on intimate partner and relationship, captures the descriptions of the personal impact of 
MBSR training on intimate partners and their relationships. This subtheme appeared 80 
times and included all 13 intimate partners. This subtheme describes a range of impact on 
the intimate partners from very positive to minimal impact. Contradictions in some 
intimate partners’ descriptions emerged, revealing their ambivalence and a more complex 
view of their couple relationships despite their positive observations of the graduates.  
 Ethan of Couple 2 was recovering from a debilitating mental health crisis while 
his wife Rebecca participated in the MBSR course. Ethan shared that Rebecca’s MBSR 
training was “wonderful because it, it, ah, it, it, it, ah, lowered my anxiety levels as well.” 
He elaborated on the impact of Rebecca’s mindfulness training: 
She basically, by taking this course, was able to, it was able to help her to be able 
to work with me a lot more. I’ll say being a lot more focused, a lot more even, a 
lot calmer, ah, by doing that versus, you know, how when I first came home 
[following his suicide attempt] and, ah, she was very anxious, very upset and so 
forth. 
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Rebecca’s increased emotional balance—“a lot more focused, a lot more even, a 
lot calmer”—transferred to their interactions according to Ethan. Instead of being “very 
anxious, very upset,” she related to Ethan in a more helpful and supportive way. Ethan 
directly associated Rebecca’s MBSR training with this positive impact. He said that he 
was considering taking the class himself as a result. Although this decreased reactivity 
clearly affected Ethan, he answered the questions about the relational effects of the 
MBSR training with surprising uncertainty: “Did it help our relationship? I think because 
we were in such a time of crisis during that period of time, our thinking was sort of 
distorted. [ ] I don’t know if it helped it or not.” The crisis had a much larger effect on 
their relationship than the MBSR training. Ethan viewed the couple’s relationship from 
this wider perspective, and so the effect size of Rebecca’s mindfulness training was 
comparatively smaller despite its positive impact. 
Eli from Couple 10 also described a positive personal impact from his wife 
Jennifer’s MBSR training. He said, “I have a more active partner. I have somebody 
who’s active in our life. It’s not just my life with the girls. I’m not as much of a single 
parent.” Eli felt less isolated and more supported as a parent because Jennifer began 
helping more with parenting during the MBSR course. In his interview, he described how 
she started to help with the children’s bedtime routine and also pick them up from school. 
Eli then shared further and provided his expanded context to assess the relational effects 
of Jennifer’s MBSR training: 
You know, it made a difference for me. It was nice; I got a more active partner, 
but, you know, it didn’t make a huge difference for me. [ ] And so I’ll say this out 
is that, you know, with all the medical issues going on and all the pain, uh, 
migraines, uh, getting a little bit of her back helped, but that there’s such a long 
way to go. 
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 Eli said above that the MBSR training both “made a difference” and “didn’t make 
a huge difference for me.” This nuanced assessment included the impact of all of 
Jennifer’s medical issues on their relationship. From Eli’s perspective, Jennifer’s medical 
status was the dominant issue in their relationship and defined his overall experience of 
their relationship. Therefore, he evaluated any change to their relationship by assessing 
whether her medical issues improved. Eli’s dominant experience of their relationship is 
that “there’s such a long way to go” despite the positive impact of “getting a little bit of 
her back.” Comparing the effects of mindfulness training with her medical issues, the 
scale of the MBSR training’s effects was not significant enough to make “a huge 
difference” for Eli. The attribution of relational change by intimate partners seemed to 
require a significant shift in their dominant experience of the relationship. Although 
mindfulness helped, the intimate partners did not feel that it changed their relationship. 
 Leah from Couple 6 also provided a refined assessment of how her husband 
William’s MBSR training affected their relationship. During her interview, she shared 
how his anxiety improved. When reflecting on the relational effects of his MBSR 
training, she said: 
I guess it's more of like a normal relationship. Like, I don't know that it's– it's 
more that it took something away, which was a massive amount– I wouldn't say 
that there's no stress, because there's still been a lot of stress from the anxiety and 
just other stuff in general. But I think it's taken away some of that stress and the 
anxiety, and my–the amount that he's depended on me, because it can get to be 
too much. [ ] He has something else to do with it. So not depending on me as 
much. I don't know that it's affected our relationship, per se; more, like, my 
mental health in general. Just like, I can– it's a little bit of a weight lifted off. I 
mean, it's still there. 
 
According to Leah, the MBSR training removed “some of the stress and the 
anxiety” and made their relationship “more like a normal relationship.” Similar to how 
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Ben from Couple 4 depicted the effects of MBSR training in the previous subtheme, Leah 
described that the MBSR training “took something away” versus adding a new 
component. The mindfulness practice gave William “something else to do with his 
anxiety” instead of depending on Leah so much. Leah felt that his decreased 
dependency—“not depending on me as much”—did not affect their relationship, but it 
did improve “my mental health in general.” William’s mindfulness training had a positive 
personal impact on her well-being, but the effects on the relationship were not significant 
because the anxiety and dependency are “still there.”   
Later in her interview, Leah summarized her assessment of the mindfulness 
training: “So it is much better. And it's, but, um. . . I don't know that it's been as. . . as 
strong an effect as I was hoping. That might be because, maybe because the anxiety is 
very strong.” Leah did not feel the scale of the MBSR training’s effects was significant 
enough compared to the scale of Richard’s anxiety. Similar to Eli’s earlier description, 
Leah’s dominant experience of their relationship—absorbing William’s anxiety—did not 
change. While she felt that the MBSR training decreased William’s anxiety, William 
“dumping” his anxiety on her still defined her experience of their relationship. Intimate 
partners stated that they benefitted from the graduates’ MBSR training, but pre-existing 
issues in their relationship tempered its positive impact. 
Meaning Making Superordinate Theme 
The third superordinate theme for intimate partners, meaning making, describes 
what the graduates’ MBSR training meant to the intimate partners. There was no single, 
unifying theme of meaning among the intimate partners. Instead, subgroups emerged that 
describe clusters of intimate partners who processed the meaning of the graduates’ 
MBSR experience differently. This divergence suggests that a range of meaning was 
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constructed based on the unique complexities and dynamics of each couple relationship. 
This superordinate theme comprises three subthemes that capture this range of meaning 
making among intimate partners: a) appreciation, b) negotiation of meaning, and c) 
continuing practice. 
 Appreciation subtheme. This subtheme includes the subgroup of intimate 
partners who expressed appreciation for the graduates’ participation in the MBSR 
training. Thirty-two data segments appeared in this appreciation subtheme, and 10 out of 
the 13 intimate partners contributed. Additionally, the appreciation subtheme overlapped 
several times with the general positive perception subtheme previously introduced.  
Both Emily from Couple 1 and Leah from Couple 6 expressed their appreciation 
for the MBSR training improving the graduates’ self-care. Emily described her reaction 
while observing her partner Ava take time from her busy work life to meditate: “So just 
to see her doing that, [ ] it gave me a sense of hope and… you know, yeah, I guess hope 
is the best word.” Ava’s mindfulness practice provided Emily with something positive to 
look forward to. She was hopeful about the future effects of Ava’s mindfulness practice 
for their relationship. 
When I asked Leah from Couple 6 to share with her husband William what his 
MBSR training meant to her, she exclaimed during the couple interview, “I’m so proud!” 
She further described why: “Because I'm always trying to get him to take care of himself, 
and he– it's a learning curve. [ ] And, and he hasn't always seen that it's important.” Leah 
viewed the MBSR training as pivotal in helping William to take better care of himself. 
She said that his MBSR training was, “An investment in our mental health. My mental 
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health too.” Like other intimate partners expressed, she felt that Williams’ increased self-
care and emotional balance of from the MBSR training affected her in a meaningful way. 
During his individual interview, Ethan from Couple 2 described what his wife 
Rebecca’s MBSR training meant to him. He said, “She cared about me and she wanted to 
make sure that she was there for me.” He viewed her efforts to practice mindfulness as an 
expression of caring for him. He felt that the MBSR training helped her to be more 
present for him. During their couple interview, he shared directly with Rebecca, “I was 
grateful that you were able to do it, I was grateful that this course was available to try to 
help you out to ground you a little bit during such a difficult time in our life.” His 
gratitude for her MBSR training emerged from the improved emotional balance that he 
witnessed in Rebecca.  
 Lydia from Couple 11 shared a similar reaction to Ethan. She had previously 
taken the MBSR class and suggested that her husband Andrew also take the course. 
When I asked her what Andrew’s participation in the MBSR training meant to her, she 
said, “I’m very grateful. It’s just added a dimension to our, to our relationship.” She also 
appreciated his willingness to take the MBSR class because she recognized that the 
experiential emphasis of the mindfulness training was “a bit more of a leap” for 
Andrew’s analytical style. Further illustrating this appreciation of the graduates’ 
willingness to try the MBSR training, Cameron from Couple 12 shared his reflections of 
his partner Lucas’ MBSR participation: “It meant him trying something completely out of 
his norm and being willing to be vulnerable in a group setting. [ ] I didn’t know if he 
would invest fully and he did. I really appreciated that.” 
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Of note, 5 out of the 6 intimate partners (6B, 7AS, 9B, 11B, 12B; no 8B) of the 
male mindfulness graduates identified their appreciation for the graduates’ willingness to 
take the class. Joining this subgroup was Emily from Couple 1, the intimate partner from 
the female same sex couple. In these six couples, the intimate partners expressed 
appreciation for the graduates’ “trying something completely out of [their] norm.” 
Embedded in this appreciation is the assumption that analytical or masculine individuals 
would not be interested in the experiential or feminine aspects of the self-reflective 
practices taught in the MBSR training. For example, William, the graduate from Couple 
6, shared his early reaction to the MBSR course, “This is all touchy-feely nonsense!” 
This particular thread of meaning making seemed to be influenced by gender roles. Also, 
among these six couples are: a) the three intimate partners who had previously taken 
mindfulness training and then referred their partners to take the MBSR course and b) the 
couple who actually took the class together (Couple 7). This pattern highlights the 
contrasting motivations to practice mindfulness within couples because one member of a 
couple might be more drawn to mindfulness training than the other member. 
 Negotiation of meaning subtheme. In the negotiation of meaning subtheme, 
another subgroup of intimate partners described specific incidents of incongruence with 
the mindfulness graduates regarding the meaning of their MBSR training. Only 21 data 
segments and 7 out of the 13 intimate partners were included in this subtheme. Yet, the 
differences in meaning between intimate partners and mindfulness graduates seemed 
important to present as a subgroup of experience. These examples predominantly 
emerged during the couple interviews, in which the intimate partner and graduate 
sometimes engaged in a negotiation about what the experience of the MBSR training 
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meant. The opportunity to process the meaning of the MBSR training together with their 
partner was a new experience for many couples in the study. 
 The first aspect of this subtheme describes specific episodes of major 
incongruence between the meanings made by the graduates and their intimate partners. In 
the Couple 3 case study, Lily described having a powerful experience in her MBSR 
course. She discussed gaining a major insight about her relationship with her husband 
Noah during a late night talk they had together. When he told her that she was not 
listening to him, she felt his statement “really hit me” and said, “Finally my ears are open 
to him and so could I could react a little differently because I was having more empathy 
for him and listening better.” During their couple interview, I asked Noah what he 
remembered about their late night talk. He said, “Like the other day she brought that up 
to me, like that there was some eye opening experiences she had. So I just recently heard 
this story.” In his individual interview, he also shared that Lily’s MBSR training “didn’t 
mean a lot to me.” Lily felt that the mindfulness training helped her become a much 
better partner, while Noah did not feel as strongly. He supported Lily and agreed with the 
positive individual benefits that she described, but her MBSR training was not 
meaningful to him. 
 Noah and Lily also illustrated the second aspect of this subtheme—the graduates’ 
desire to share the mindfulness practice with their intimate partners and the intimate 
partners’ ambivalence about practicing mindfulness themselves. Lily had frequently 
asked Noah to practice mindfulness with her at home during the MBSR course. Since her 
MBSR class ended, she wanted him to join a meditation group with her. Noah provided 
his perspective: 
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So she’s like, you know, “I would like to get involved with that and I would like 
you to do that with me.” And I’m like, “I don’t know if I could commit to the 
time.” [ ] And I might—but I don’t want. . . to do that.[Interviewer and 
participant laugh.] [ ] I want to do it on my own time.  
 
Lily was very enthusiastic about her MBSR training and genuinely wanted to 
share this positive experience with Noah. Although he respected her request, he did not 
want to be pressured to join a meditation group and instead wanted to decide “on my own 
time.”  
Jack’s experience from Couple 5 was similar to Noah’s above description. Jack 
learned during the couple interview that his wife Alice had occasionally experimented 
with a mindful listening exercise during their conversations. She realized that he spoke a 
lot more when she gave him more space, and this insight was very meaningful to her. He 
was unaware of this shift in her listening. Alice also wanted him to take the MBSR class, 
and they were negotiating her request. Jack shared: 
I guess it's a little bit complicated by the fact that, you know, for the moment I 
kind of feel like this is, like, her thing. Ah, I mean, it's a thing that she is doing, 
you know, for herself and, you know, has kind of discovered for herself. And um, 
and I don't think it's a bad thing that, you know, we have, you know, parts of our, 
of our lives. I, um, you know, I bike, um, I go running. 
 
Jack was supportive of Alice’s continued mindfulness practice, but he wanted 
them to have some independent activities. He saw mindfulness as “her thing,” while 
Alice felt that her MBSR training was more meaningful and “doesn’t feel like a pastime.” 
During their couple interview, the couple was actively negotiating how to share and 
integrate Alice’s MBSR experience. Both Noah’s and Jack’s descriptions highlight why 
offering mindfulness training as a couple intervention might be challenging. Like couples 
therapy, one member of the couple might be more interested in participating than the 
other member.  
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 The most extreme difference in meaning ironically occurred in one of the three 
couples in which the intimate partner had already taken the MBSR training—Dan and 
Sophia from Couple 9. The couple argued about Dan’s attempts to pause when their 
conflict began to escalate. Their example not only powerfully illustrates the key features 
of this subtheme, but it also diminishes the potential effectiveness of the most obvious 
solution to their difference in meaning making—having both members of the couple learn 
to practice mindfulness. Both Dan and Sophia had learned to practice mindfulness and 
even practiced together every evening during Dan’s MBSR course. Despite their shared 
experience with mindfulness, each member of the couple interpreted Dan’s action in very 
different ways. Dan was trying to pause and practice the informal mindfulness exercise of 
“Stop, Breathe, and Be” that they both learned in their respective MBSR classes. Sophia 
experienced his pausing as abandonment, “like he didn't care about how I was feeling in 
the moment.” Dan and Sophia’s disagreement raises difficult questions about how 
mindfulness could be integrated effectively into couple relationships.   
The negotiation of meaning that occurred in this couples subgroup suggests that 
the intimate partners had different perspectives than the graduates about the MBSR 
training. This negotiation reflected the depth of meaning of the graduates’ MBSR 
experience combined with their desire to somehow share this experience with their 
partners. The intimate partners were often not interested in having the same mindfulness 
experience as the graduates. Sometimes the couples argued about shifts in their 
communication patterns in response to the graduates attempts to apply mindfulness into 
their couple interactions. Even in Couple 9, in which both members of the couple had 
mindfulness experience, there was still a difference in meaning making. 
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Continuing practice subtheme. The third subtheme in the meaning making 
superordinate theme is continuing practice. Intimate partners consistently drew an 
association between the graduates’ continued practice and any observed benefits. This 
subtheme appeared only 22 times, but 10 out of the 13 intimate partners contributed to it. 
Many intimate partner descriptions in this subtheme were responses to a specific 
interview question that asked what the graduates’ MBSR training meant to their 
relationship moving forward.  
 Several intimate partners emphasized that the graduates’ MBSR training was just 
the beginning. Leah from Couple 6 mandated daily practice for her husband William—
“It's every day.” She noticed a difference between the days he practiced and the days he 
did not. Observing William’s evolution during the MBSR course, she also understood 
that mindfulness training was a process. She said, “I don't think it's ended, really, because 
he's still growing, you know, like, he's still learning.” 
 Like Leah’s hope that William will continue to practice, Anne from Couple 8 also 
supported her boyfriend Alex’s continuing practice because she saw a difference in him. 
From their couple case study, remember that Alex already enrolled in another MBSR 
class to maintain the gains he had made in his initial MBSR training. Anne said, “I like 
that he’s continuing to do it, so that he’s started the other course because I really feel like 
it has helped him greatly and it has helped our relationship, and so, um, I hope that he 
does continue.” 
 Eli from Couple 10 also reiterated the importance of his wife Jennifer’s continued 
practice. When I asked him whether the MBSR training met his expectations, he replied, 
“Initially it has. The question will be is if she continues with it.” He viewed any major 
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benefits as contingent upon Jennifer’s continued practice. I also asked Eli what he would 
tell another person whose intimate partner was about to take the MBSR course. His 
answer echoed his earlier statements that Jennifer’s commitment to practicing 
mindfulness was paramount. He said: 
I mean from my perspective I mean I would definitely say don't expect an 
overnight change. It's gradual. You gotta learn things throughout the course of the 
period and you just have to implement them and try to work them into your life the 
way she has done with hers. 
 
 Like many of the intimate partners, Eli recognized that Jennifer was engaged in a 
process of development. He understood that if she did not continue the mindfulness 
practice after the MBSR course ended, the benefits would not be maintained.  
 Couples 2 and 12 were interviewed 3 and 4 months following the graduates’ 
completion of the MBSR course. Both intimate partners in these couples commented on 
the reduced benefits that followed discontinued practice. Ethan from Couple 2 shared his 
observations of Rebecca since her MBSR course ended: 
But after she finished it, I don’t think she has really been practicing it since then. 
[ ] So I mean, I think that, ah, while she was doing it, it was very good but you 
know, she isn’t, she hadn’t, she hadn’t really stuck with it afterwards. 
 
 Ethan observed above that while Rebecca “was doing it, it was very good,” but 
noticed a difference when she “hadn’t really stuck with it afterwards.” Based on what he 
saw when Rebecca was practicing mindfulness regularly, Ethan wanted to take the 
MBSR course himself. 
 Cameron from Couple 12 provided a detailed description of the shifts in his 
partner Lucas after the MBSR course ended: 
It’s been about four months, and I’d say for the first month afterwards it really 
strongly carried over. Since then it’s become more distant as sort of meditation 
isn’t as much of a standard practice for him. [ ] I wouldn’t say he was going back 
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fully. I’d say he—but, um, it’s sort of like, uh, stretching a rubber band or a string 
and the rubber band gets stretched and it never goes completely back to where it 
was, but it has some of that sort of elasticity that it gained from being stretched 
sort of to its extreme. 
 
 Cameron noticed that the benefits began to dissipate after one month. He 
remarked that Lucas had not continued his regular mindfulness practice during this 
period. His rubber band metaphor implies the integration of some level of change. Lucas 
did not return to baseline, but the scale of his improvements was not sustained.  
 The intimate partners saw the benefits of mindfulness practice in the graduates 
and hoped that they would continue to practice. They seemed to understand the 
challenges of maintaining a practice. For the couples who had more time between the 
MBSR course completion and their interviews, the intimate partners stated that they 
noticed a difference in the graduates because they stopped practicing consistently. Their 
observations emphasized the significance of mindfulness practice and the consequences 
when practice does not continue. 
Intimate Partners’ Global Themes Summary 
The intimate partner global themes are summarized using the threefold logic of 
ground, path, and fruition and also outlined in Table 4.12 below. The ground of the 
intimate partner experience was observing improved emotional balance in the graduates 
and affirming that the graduates had a positive experience. These positive observations 
from the intimate partners were more general and less detailed than the mindfulness 
graduates’ descriptions. Yet the intimate partners’ observations reinforced the 
mindfulness graduates’ descriptions of an internal shift. The path represents the intimate 
partners experiencing some personal benefits from the graduates’ improved emotional 
balance. The intimate partners shared that their couple relationships sometimes benefitted 
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from the graduate’s increased calmness, receptivity, and acceptance. These intimate 
partner themes are similar to the mindfulness graduates’ descriptions of behavioral 
shifts—stepping out of automatic reactions and experimenting with new responses to 
their partners. The intimate partners’ descriptions of the relational benefits of MBSR 
training ranged from significant to minimal effects. The fruition of the intimate partner 
experience was appreciating the graduates’ efforts during the MBSR training and 
understanding the importance of continued mindfulness practice. Additionally, there was 
often a negotiation of the meaning of the MBSR experience between the graduates and 
their intimate partners. This negotiation reflected that the intimate partners found the 
graduates’ MBSR training less meaningful than the graduates themselves did. Also, many 
intimate partners were ambivalent about practicing mindfulness in their own lives.  
 
 
Table 4.12 
 
Intimate Partners’ (IPs) Global Themes: Ground, Path, and Fruition Summary 
Stage Description 
Ground 
Observing MGs’ improved emotional balance and affirming that the MBSR 
training was a positive experience. “I think it’s a good thing.” More general 
descriptions and less detailed than the MGs’ descriptions of the MBSR 
experience. 
Path Experiencing some improvements in the relationship as a result of the MGs’ increased emotional balance, receptivity, acceptance, or efforts to step out of 
automatic patterns. 
Fruition Appreciation of MGs’ efforts and understanding the importance of continued practice. Negotiation of the meaning of the MBSR experience. IPs’ personal 
meaning of the MBSR training was tempered compared to the MGs’ meaning. 
 
Note. MGs = mindfulness graduates. 
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Couple Global Observations: Across Couple Analysis 
 As a final level of analysis, some broad themes are presented below following a 
comparison of the 12 couples in the study (across couple analysis). Different groups of 
couples emerged from their interview descriptions. For example, the 4 couples with 
intimate partners who had a mindfulness training background shared some unique 
experiences compared to the 8 couples with intimate partners who had no mindfulness 
training. Additionally, there were 3 couples in which the intimate partners were engaged 
in a parallel path of growth during the graduates’ MBSR training. All couples in this 
study included some dynamic of graduates wanting their partners to practice mindfulness 
too. Another group of couples had previous couple therapy or were participating in other 
interventions during the MBSR training. Some graduates shared a lot about their MBSR 
experience with their intimate partners, but all graduates reported that they felt supported 
by their intimate partners. Additionally, some couples seemed to experience more effects 
from the MBSR training compared to other couples. From this range of couple 
experiences, the similarities and differences are explored in the following section (see 
Table 4.13 for an overview). 
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Table 4.13 
 
Couple Global Observations: Across Couple Analysis 
Couple Global Observations Frequency 
Common Language: Intimate Partners with Mindfulness Experience  4 couples 
Parallel Path of Growth Couples  3 couples 
Mindfulness Graduate Suggests Intimate Partner  
Practice Mindfulness  
 
All couples 
Multiple Interventions  11 of 12 couples 
Sharing with Intimate Partner and Support by Intimate Partner  All couples 
Spectrum of Impact across Intimate Partners  All couples 
 
 
 
Common Language: Intimate Partners with Mindfulness Experience 
 In this group of intimate partners with mindfulness experience, 3 intimate partners 
(Emily from Couple 1; Sophia from Couple 9; and Lydia from Couple 11) had previously 
completed a mindfulness training and subsequently referred the graduates to take the 
MBSR course themselves. The other couple in this group was Samantha and Jim of 
Couple 7 who took the MBSR course together. The theme, common language, emerged 
directly from these intimate partners’ descriptions. This theme conveyed how the intimate 
partners with mindfulness experience made meaning of the graduates also learning 
mindfulness.  
Emily from Couple 1 reflected on the meaning of her partner Ava’s mindfulness 
training, “And I’m glad, in a sense, we speak the same language. [ ] It’s a good frame of 
reference and a good thing we can support ourselves and each other on.” Their mutual 
experience with mindfulness practice provided a common reference point to 
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communicate about their relationship and to better understand each other. She also shared 
that it was “a good thing” that they could now support each other to practice mindfulness. 
 Lydia from Couple 11 provided a similar description of the impact of her husband 
Andrew’s MBSR training. She said, “But just knowing that he’s taking it and that I’ve 
had the—I’ve taken it as well, and— it just gives sort of a common language and a, um, a 
way of being, you know, being connected.” Like Emily, she felt that their mutual 
experience of mindfulness training offered a new way to communicate and connect to 
each other. Lydia further described how this “common language” affected their 
interactions as a couple: “I sort of see us having slowed down a bit when we argue, just 
like being able to just slow down or being a little more discerning.” During their couple 
interview, Lydia shared an example of this “slow down” when she and Andrew took a 
walk together that “started off on kind of a sour note.” She remembered that Andrew 
paused and said, “I need to slow down. I’m going to take some breaths.” Her response to 
his pausing captures the benefits of a common language of mindfulness: “And I could 
completely get that because we’ve both taken the class; whereas, I might have felt, you 
know, like that’s kind of weird or, you know, he doesn’t want to be part of my life, you 
know, or shut out in some way, um, if we hadn’t taken the class.” She noted that their 
shared practice of mindfulness helped her better understand the benefits of pausing 
during a difficult interaction. The outcome for Lydia was, “I felt like it brought us back in 
line with each other without having to hash through a bunch of stuff.”  
 Sophia from Couple 9 also reported some benefits of her husband Dan practicing 
mindfulness, but Couple 9’s communication results were different from Couple 11’s 
outcome. Sophia said of Dan’s MBSR participation:  
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I think the one good thing about it is that we both like the practice. So it's one 
other thing that we have in common now. So, um, you know, I think it's just one 
piece of a relationship. It doesn't make it better, but– it may make it a little bit 
better, but I don't think it's everything. 
 
Sophia also identified that their mutual training in mindfulness gave them 
something “in common,” and the couple can support each other to continue practicing. 
But Sophia’s quote also conveys a larger perspective about her relationship. She stated 
that their common practice of mindfulness was positive, but “it’s just one piece of the 
relationship.” She believed that there were other important aspects needed in their 
relationship that mindfulness did not address. Sophia was dissatisfied with the outcome 
of Dan’s MBSR participation. Her relationship satisfaction score was the lowest in the 
study, and she hoped that Dan’s MBSR training would decrease their conflict. Unlike 
Couple 11’s example, this couple’s conflict escalated when Dan tried to pause during an 
intense interaction. Sophia said of Dan’s actions, “He just kind of just left and made me 
feel like really angry.” Lydia from Couple 11 reported that the couple’s mutual 
understanding of mindfulness enabled her to understand and better respect Andrew’s 
request to pause. From Sophia’s experience, a common language of mindfulness was not 
always enough to slow down the escalation of conflict. With Couple 9, perhaps Sophia’s 
low relationship satisfaction overpowered their shared understanding from mindfulness 
training.  
Since Jim and Samantha of Couple 7 took the MBSR class together, the common 
language theme operated slightly differently for them. Samantha said, “There's something 
to be said for the shared experience.” She felt part of the value of their MBSR training 
was the “shared experience” in which both members of the couple were present together 
in the same class. She said that the “shared experience” gave the couple “something you 
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can talk about later or talk about on the way home. And that's, you really don't get that if 
you come home and describe what happened.” Jim echoed Samantha’s statements by 
saying, “Part of that equation is I saw it as an opportunity to do something with Samantha 
together, to do this. . . what I thought would be fun, um, and a chance to do something 
together, the two of us.” Jim and Samantha’s descriptions suggested that the couple’s 
shared experience of mindfulness was a more extreme example of developing a common 
language. 
Parallel Path of Growth Couples 
 Three couples (Couples 2, 7, and 12) in the study had intimate partners who were 
engaged in a parallel path of growth during the graduate’s MBSR training. The term 
parallel path was inspired by Cameron, the intimate partner from Couple 12, who 
described how his 17-day activism training acted as “a parallel experience in some ways” 
to Lucas’ MBSR course. Ethan from Couple 2 was also participating in intensive 
psychotherapy. Taking the class together, Samantha and Jim from Couple 7, who took the 
class together and were discussed in the previous theme, also fit the criteria of this 
parallel path of growth couple group. 
Ethan from Couple 2 stated, “I do think that, that the combination of the 
mindfulness training that Rebecca was taking as well, as well as my ongoing therapy, I 
think helped improve our relationship dramatically.” Rebecca also reinforced Ethan’s 
assertion, saying, “Because of all the work he is doing separately from this [her MBSR 
training], he’s grown tremendously. I mean, you know, far more than I’ve grown.” 
Ethan’s parallel path of growth seemed to make a difference for Rebecca and contributed 
to their relationship growth during her MBSR training.  
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Lucas, the mindfulness graduate from couple 12, reflected on his partner 
Cameron’s activism training: “The language was different. The experience was very 
similar, so they [Cameron’s activism training] were using different jargon; we still 
understood each other very well.” Lucas felt their understanding of each other increased 
because of the similar processes of their parallel experiences. This parallel path of growth 
theme had similarities to the previous common language theme for couples who had 
intimate partners with mindfulness experience. Cameron summarized the characteristics 
of this parallel path of growth: 
 It was nice to have us both open and vulnerable with each other doing something 
different at the same time, and I think that added to what I feel like I’m able to 
take away from the experience of him in that class. 
 
The key ingredients of the experience for Cameron were being “both open and 
vulnerable with each other [ ] at the same time.” That shared process added to Cameron’s 
positive perceptions of Lucas’ MBSR training. These concurrent experiences of growth 
seemed to benefit these couples, illustrating the importance of the intimate partner’s 
contributions to the relational effects of mindfulness training.  
A potentially noteworthy finding from the parallel path of growth intimate 
partners and the intimate partners with mindfulness experience emerged in connection 
with the intimate partner appreciation global theme described in the previous section. All 
four of the intimate partners with mindfulness experience (Couples 1, 7, 9, and 11) and 
two out of the three parallel path of growth intimate partners (Couples 7 and 12) 
expressed appreciation for the graduates’ willingness to take the MBSR course. These 
intimate partners said that MBSR participation was something the graduates would not 
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normally do. Motivation to take the MBSR training may have been influenced by the 
relational dynamics within these couple relationships. 
Mindfulness Graduate Suggests Intimate Partner Practice Mindfulness 
 In all 12 couples who participated in this study, mindfulness graduates did one or 
more of the following: a) invited their partners to practice mindfulness with them, b) 
suggested that their partners take the MBSR course, or c) expressed their hope that their 
partners would practice mindfulness in the future. This theme arose most explicitly with 
the intimate partners with mindfulness experience (Intimate partners 1, 9, and 11), who 
referred their partners to take the MBSR course. Emily of Couple 1 reflected on what Jon 
Kabat-Zinn, her teacher at her 7-day mindfulness training and the developer of MBSR, 
instructed, “When you go home, you can’t go around to your family members and say, 
‘You know, you could use this.’” She then explained the challenges of taking Kabat-
Zinn’s message to heart with her partner Ava:  
So I knew that I couldn’t come home and proselytize to Ava, but boy, did I wish 
that she would do this too. So it was wonderful when I happened in on the MBSR 
local courses. [] And so I just mentioned it to her and she was completely 
receptive. 
 
 In contrast, Dan of Couple 9 described how his wife Sophia referred him to the 
MBSR course: “She had been pushing for me to take it for probably the past year. And 
then. . . um. . . didn't force me, but pretty much said, ‘I want you to take this course.’” 
After having their own mindfulness experience, the intimate partners in this group 
thought that the MBSR training could help their partners as well. The value of their own 
mindfulness experience seemed to influence their desire to have their partners also share 
this experience. Aspects of this theme were common across all mindfulness graduates in 
the study, except for Couple 7 who took the class together. Yet even in Couple 7, 
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Samantha was motivated to take the MBSR training, but had to negotiate with her 
husband Jim about taking the class together.  
 Alice of Couple 5 really wanted her husband Jack to also take the MBSR training 
because of how meaningful her MBSR experience was. She clearly articulated her 
process and the challenges of negotiating the meaning of the MBSR experience with her 
husband: 
I think the one thing that has been a little harder for me is that. . . it was a pretty 
amazing experience that I want to continue. And he's kind of like, “All right.” And 
I think he should take a class, and he's not going to. And I think conveying to him 
sort of how meaningful it was is. . . I mean, it's hard, you know. He didn't do it, 
and I kind of want him to do it. Well, I do want him to do it. But he doesn't 
want to. 
 
 The deep meaning of Alice’s “pretty amazing” MBSR experience seemed to 
influence her desire to share the experience with Jack. She wanted Jack to understand the 
meaning of her MBSR experience by having his own MBSR experience. The motivation 
to take the MBSR training and commit to a daily practice is quite personal and often 
cannot be forced. William of Couple 6 also shared his perception that the MBSR would 
help his wife Leah: “I hope someday that she tries. Ah, but I'm never going to force her. 
If she ever asked me, I would say, ‘I think that you should consider this.’ Because she's 
very antsy.” William was not even planning on communicating his opinion to his wife, 
but instead hoped that her interest in practicing mindfulness might arise organically in the 
future. His identification of a particular quality in his wife Leah—“she’s very antsy”—
that might be helped by mindfulness practice was also a frequent aspect in other 
mindfulness graduates’ descriptions of this theme. Several other graduates identified 
specific qualities in their intimate partners that they thought mindfulness training might 
help. 
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 Other graduates in the study did not explicitly discuss a wish for their intimate 
partners to take the MBSR course, but they did ask their partners to practice mindfulness 
with them at home. Noah, the intimate partner of Couple 3, reported that his wife Lily 
invited him to practice mindfulness with her daily. Noah stated how he understood her 
wish to practice mindfulness with him: “And then it helped her with [in] so many ways 
and she’s like, ‘This is important to me and I want to do it. And I would like to share this 
with you as a couple so that maybe we could grow even closer.’” Noah believed that Lily 
found her MBSR training so helpful and important that she wanted to share it with him. 
She thought that their shared experience of practicing mindfulness would help them to 
connect more and “grow even closer.” Noah expressed about practicing mindfulness with 
Lily, “I would do it. But sometimes reluctantly.” Previously presented in the negotiation 
of meaning intimate partner global theme, the couple later had a disagreement about 
Noah’s ambivalence and Lily’s desire for Noah to commit to a meditation group. 
 Both Rebecca of Couple 2 and Jennifer of Couple 10 also invited their husbands 
to practice mindfulness with them, but each couple only tried meditating together once. 
Rebecca described her motivation and effort to introduce her husband Ethan to 
mindfulness practice: 
I was trying to encourage him to do it actually, which I tend to do. [] I would say, 
“Do you want to sit here and do it with me?” And he did once and after about 3 
minutes, I think he got up into the kitchen and he was like, “I’m done.” Um, but 
yeah, I was trying to encourage him to do it with me. So that, because I thought it 
would be good for him. [] And, you know, you can’t make anybody do anything. 
I’ve certainly come to realize that. 
 
 Rebecca thought that mindfulness practice “would be good for him,” and she 
admitted that she had a tendency to offer suggestions in an effort to help Ethan—“which I 
tend to do.” He lasted “about 3 minutes.” Rebecca stated that she learned that “you can’t 
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make anybody do anything,” even if she had a helpful intention. Ironically, Ethan shared 
during his interview how his psychiatrist later introduced him to mindfulness practice 
independently of Rebecca. He began trying a brief mindfulness practice that he found 
“helps to calm me down.” Out of all the intimate partners without mindfulness experience 
in the study (n=8), Ethan expressed the most interest in taking the MBSR course himself 
based on what he observed in Rebecca and from his brief mindfulness experience. 
 Eli, the intimate partner of Couple 10, also described how his wife Jennifer tried 
to practice mindfulness with him. He said:  
We tried once. [ ] She tried to get me involved, she tried to do it with [our eldest 
daughter] as well, and our daughter doesn’t have the attention span for it yet. I 
would have been fine to do it with her. Um, we just didn’t have time to. 
 
 Jennifer illustrated this common desire among graduates to share the mindfulness 
practice with family members. Like Couple 2, the shared practice with Eli only occurred 
once. Eli cited that they “didn’t have time” for both members of the couple to practice 
mindfulness together. Anne from couple 8 echoed Eli’s thoughts when her boyfriend 
Alex asked her to practice with him: 
I just felt like I didn’t have the space, which I’m sure I should have thought, 
“Well, that’s exactly why I should be doing it.” But I just never could feel like I 
wanted to just settle down and do it. I just wanted to check things off my list.   
 
 Anne articulated a common response among intimate partners. Practicing 
mindfulness with the graduates was often not a shared priority. Similar to Eli, she had 
other priorities that took precedence for her. Grace from Couple 4 also once asked her 
husband Ben to practice mindfulness with her: “It might be nice, a nice thing for us to do 
together.” Grace often practiced early in the morning, and Ben humorously replied to her 
during the couple interview, “I’m meditating in the REM state [e.g., sleeping] at that 
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point.” Regarding mindfulness practice, he admitted, “It probably would be good. It’s not 
something though that I find that I have time to actually sit and spend time doing.” These 
responses from the intimate partners suggest that they did perceive value in mindfulness 
practice, but they were not motivated to make the substantial and consistent commitment 
of time to cultivate a personal practice.  
The intimate partners’ experiences illustrate the challenge of offering dyadic 
mindfulness interventions for couples. The members of the couples had different levels of 
motivation, and powerful relationship patterns created push-pull dynamics within their 
relationships. The graduates’ desire for their intimate partners to practice mindfulness 
was often an expression of previously existing patterns in the couples’ relationships. For 
example, the intimate partners sometimes perceived the graduates’ suggestions to 
practice mindfulness as evidence of the graduate’s continuing agenda to improve, control, 
or change the intimate partners (Couples 2, 3, 5, 9). As a result, these intimate partners 
responded with their usual resistance to these efforts. While many graduates were careful 
with their approach to their intimate partners, their requests for their intimate partners to 
begin practicing mindfulness inevitably led to a dynamic of negotiation. 
In closing, Couple 12 demonstrated a productive negotiation that led to the 
intimate partner Cameron establishing a mindfulness practice on his own terms. Lucas, 
the mindfulness graduate joked about his attempts to persuade Cameron: 
I tried to, like, you know, tell him to do it my way. I was like, “Bitch, I have all 
these fucking, like, tapes of some guy saying some shit. You should just listen to 
that.” He read his own shit. He did it his own way, and that’s great because it’s 
really his own thing. 
 
Similar to Rebecca of Couple 2, Lucas learned that his efforts to push mindfulness 
practice on Cameron were not effective. Lucas instead recognized that Cameron 
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following his own direction and motivation—“he did it his own way”—was more 
beneficial because Cameron’s mindfulness practice became “his own thing.” In his 
individual interview, Cameron concurred with Lucas’ descriptions by stating: “And so I 
just did it on my own time. He sort of didn’t press—he stopped pressuring me at times.” 
Their negotiation resulted in Lucas giving Cameron some space and Cameron developing 
his own mindfulness practice based on his own interest and motivation.  
Multiple Interventions 
 For many couples in this sample, other major interventions occurred 
simultaneously or prior to their MBSR training and may have contributed to their 
experiences. Only Couples 7 and 12 participated in couples therapy concurrent with the 
MBSR training. Both of these couples emphasized that the MBSR training was very 
beneficial to their relationships. Additionally, both couples were also part of the parallel 
path of growth couples group described earlier. Couples 7 and 12 seemed to be engaged 
in a shared process that they attributed as helpful to their relationships.  
Four other couples in the study referenced previous couple therapy or couple 
trainings. Right before Grace from Couple 4 began the MBSR training, she and her 
husband Ben discontinued couples therapy after a few sessions because of his busy 
schedule. She did not share much about her subsequent MBSR experience with Ben. 
Both Lily and Noah from Couple 3 shared that couples therapy had been very helpful to 
them about two years prior to Lily’s MBSR training. Couple 9 had taken an Imago 
weekend intensive couples training during the last year. Because their practice of the 
Imago exercises had diminished, Sophia then requested that Dan take the MBSR training. 
The couple wanted to try couples therapy, but they did not know how to arrange childcare 
to make it possible. Both Sophia and Dan worked full time, they had two young children, 
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and they had no family in the area for extra support. During the individual interview with 
Andrew of Couple 11, he shared how helpful their past couples therapy had been years 
before. The difference between Couple 9 and 11 was highlighted earlier regarding their 
different outcomes when the mindfulness graduate in each couple paused during an 
intense interaction. Comparing Couple 9 and 11, I am curious if a foundation of couple 
therapy might help the graduates to further integrate their MBSR experience into their 
relationships. 
In addition to couple therapy interventions, five graduates (Couples 2, 5, 8, 10, 
and 12) and two intimate partners (Couples 2 and 12) were also participating in 
individual therapy during the graduates’ MBSR training. Both members of Couples 2 and 
12 were engaged in individual therapy, and both couples were also part of the parallel 
path of growth couples group. These two couples used multiple types of interventions, 
including psychotropic medication. Both members of Couple 2 were taking medication 
following their family crisis, and the graduate from Couple 12 was also taking 
medication. Additionally, four other graduates (Couples 6, 7, 8, 10) and one other 
intimate partner (Couple 11) were also taking medication. These multiple interventions 
reinforce the importance of context when analyzing the graduate outcomes from the 
MBSR training. The study’s demographic form was not designed to capture this 
information, but the details of multiple interventions consistently arose during the 
interviews.  
Sharing with Intimate Partner and Support by Intimate Partner 
 All of the graduates in this study shared about their MBSR experience with their 
intimate partners. Jim and Samantha of Couple 7 shared the most with each other since 
they took the class together. Grace of Couple 4 probably shared the least with her 
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intimate partner. Her husband Ben was navigating a difficult period with his ailing 
parents and job stresses. Lily, the graduate of Couple 3, humorously articulated the 
difficulties of sharing her MBSR experience with her husband Noah, “It was hard. I tried 
but I don't know that how much he got it. [Lily laughing.] He would try but it's—unless 
you're there, like trying to describe what it's like to fly or something.” Despite some 
challenges in communicating this new experience, most graduates seemed to share 
regularly about both the MBSR classes and practices with their partners.  
 Additionally, no graduates reported that their intimate partners did not support 
their MBSR training. Most graduates explicitly stated how supportive that their intimate 
partners were during the MBSR course. Several graduates struggled during the first 
weeks of the MBSR course, and the intimate partners were sometimes a pivotal support 
during this early stage. For example, William from Couple 6 took the MBSR training 
because anxiety was affecting his relationship with his wife Leah. During the first two 
weeks, he told Leah that he “hated” the MBSR class and its practices. Leah was the 
intimate partner who probably provided the most support for a graduate in the study. She 
encouraged and supported William to keep practicing. Between the second and third 
weeks of class, William had an insight about his anxiety during mindfulness practice and 
found the practices very beneficial moving forward. At their interview, Leah still 
demanded that he practice mindfulness daily. Another example of intimate partner 
support was Eli from Couple 10. Since his wife Jennifer rarely went into the city where 
the MBSR class was held, he took her on the train into the city prior to her first MBSR 
class so that she could find her way. 
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 Among the couples in which the intimate partners had no previous mindfulness 
experience, several intimate partners expressed their wish for some education on how 
they could have better supported the graduates in their MBSR training. During the couple 
interview, Ethan of Couple 2 shared with his wife Rebecca, “The one thing I was sort of 
frustrated about was that you couldn’t perform your exercises without being interrupted a 
lot and that was frustrating to me.” He said that he and their children would often distract 
her when she was trying to practice meditation at home. When I asked him what he 
would tell a friend whose significant other was about to take the MBSR training, Ethan 
said, “They got to be respectful of those exercises. Because of that, those exercises are 
extremely important to the whole success of the course.” 
 Leah of Couple 6 shared that she and William initially experienced some 
awkwardness about the use of their office in their small home. She said, “He never really 
explained what the rules were. So he'd be meditating, he'll sit over there. And I'm kind of 
like– I mean, I come in here, this is my computer. I have work to do.” Since these 
intimate partners were not familiar with the at-home mindfulness practices, they 
suggested that some information upfront would have been helpful. In fact, Ava from 
Couple 1 offered some advice for another person considering taking the MBSR course:  
If only one person in a relationship is pursuing this and nobody else in the family 
has any idea, it might be helpful to have a family orientation session about, 
“What the hell is this?” and, you know, like, “Why is that person so weird and 
hiding in the room all day or hiding in the room for half an hour in the 
morning?” 
 
Ava expressed gratitude that her partner Emily had previous mindfulness training. 
But she recognized that taking 30-60 minutes of quiet, private time each day to practice at 
home may be disruptive to families that do not understand the process. Ava’s suggestion 
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about a family orientation may have been helpful to some MBSR classmates of Dan from 
Couple 9. Dan stated about his MBSR class: 
Because I did see people in the class that were struggling with this, and I was 
very fortunate that Sophia had taken it, because a lot of people in the class, where 
their partner had no idea, it was like they were having issues because they were, 
like, trying to meditate and there was, like, issues with that. 
 
 Since the MBSR training is rigorous and time-consuming, partner and family 
support for the MBSR participant can be critical to positive outcomes. Several intimate 
partners and graduates in the study provided feedback that some education might help for 
intimate partners and family members to share in the MBSR participants’ process and 
help support them. 
Spectrum of Impact across Intimate Partners 
Comparing the impact of the graduates’ MBSR training across the intimate 
partners, a range of experiences emerged. The study’s research questions emphasized the 
significance of the intimate partners’ perceptions to assess the impact of mindfulness 
training on the couples’ relationships. To investigate these questions, the data analysis led 
to the creation of a spectrum of impact across intimate partners. This qualitative analysis 
divided the 13 intimate partners into four quartiles of impact for intimate partners, 
ranging from the highest to lowest impact (See Table 4.14). The rationale for the 
spectrum was to find a method to compare the impact across the 12 couple relationships. 
The quartile construction was subjective and not statistical. The four levels were created 
by comparing the intimate partners’ detailed descriptions from their interviews. 
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Table 4.14  
 
Spectrum of Impact across Intimate Partners 
Level of 
Impact: 
Quartile 
Intimate Partners Intimate Partner Observations 
Quartile 1: 
Highest 
impact 
7AS; 8B; 12B 
• Parallel path of 
growth couples (7, 12) 
• Multiple interventions 
couples (7, 8, 12) 
Large scale change on specific issues of 
importance for intimate partners: 
• Empathy and communication. 
• Finding a job and working again. 
• Decreased anger and conflict. 
Quartile 2: 
Medium-high 
impact 
2B; 6B; 7AJ; 10B 
• Multiple interventions 
couples (2, 6, 7, 10) 
• Parallel path of 
growth couples (2 
and 7) 
Significant change on key issues, but either the 
scale of the change was insufficient for major 
relational impact or the intimate partners’ own 
growth contributed more to relationship 
improvement: 
• Increased activity and engagement with the 
family despite chronic pain. 
• Increased calm and positive impact on 
intimate partner’s stress. 
• Decreased anxiety and reduced dependency 
on intimate partner. 
• Improved communication and attunement. 
Quartile 3: 
Medium-low 
impact 
1B; 3B; 11B 
• Intimate partners with 
mindfulness 
experience couples (1 
and 11) 
• Previous couple 
therapy (3 and 11) 
Positive benefits observed in graduate, but less 
impact on their overall perception of their 
relationship. 
• Gave a sense of hope and increased calm 
amidst relationship conflict. 
• Intensified the graduates’ positive qualities 
and helped the intimate partner to feel closer 
to the graduate. 
• Increased discernment and a common 
language to slow down difficult interactions. 
Quartile 4: 
Lowest impact 
4B; 5B; 9B 
• Previous couple 
therapy (4) 
• Previous couple 
training (9) 
• Lower level of sharing 
by graduate (4) 
Some positive observations of graduate, but the 
impact on intimate partner and their relationship 
was low. 
• Appreciated that graduate took the class. 
• Noticed a little more calmness and 
encouraged graduate to continue to practice 
mindfulness. 
• Noticed some increased patience, but hoped 
for a larger effect on couple conflict. 
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In the first quartile of highest impact, I placed Samantha of Couple 7 (7AS), Anne 
of Couple 8 (8B), and Cameron of Couple 12 (12B). Samantha stated that the shared 
experience of taking the MBSR class with her husband Jim was beneficial to their 
relationship. She noticed “a very big shift” in Jim’s listening and communication. Despite 
their previous efforts in couples therapy, she said, “I never really felt like I was heard.” 
During the MBSR training, she described “feeling heard” and said that Jim “listened to 
me differently.” 
Anne of Couple 8 was placed in the first quartile because of the scale of perceived 
change in her partner Alex. She had told Alex that she wanted an equal partnership in 
which he was contributing financially. During his MBSR training, Alex found a job and 
began working again after being on disability. His new job made a difference for Anne, 
and he was about to move back in with her. She remarked on the impact of the MBSR 
training, “So he really was doing things in a way that he hadn’t been before.” 
Cameron of Couple 12 spoke very positively of his partner Lucas’ MBSR 
training, placing him in the first quartile. Lucas took the MBSR class for anger 
management after several episodes of intimate partner violence. Cameron said that Lucas 
was “less argumentative,” that Lucas now “figures out, like, when he’s angry,” and that 
the MBSR training addressed “where the violence came from.” 
For the three intimate partners in the first quartile, the mindfulness graduates 
seemed to make large scale improvements on specific issues that were important to their 
intimate partners: a) empathy and communication for Samantha of Couple 7, b) finding a 
job and working again for Anne of Couple 8, and c) managing anger in a more 
constructive way for Cameron of Couple 12. Two of the three intimate partners 
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(Samantha of Couple 7and Cameron of Couple 12) in the first quartile were also parallel 
path of growth couples, perhaps highlighting the importance of a shared experience. 
Also, all three intimate partners were in couple relationships that utilized multiple 
interventions: concurrent couple therapy for Couple 7, medication and individual therapy 
for Alex of Couple 8, and concurrent individual and couple therapy for both members of 
Couple 12 along with medication for Lucas of Couple 12. 
In the second quartile of medium-high impact, I placed four intimate partners: Eli 
of Couple 10, Ethan of Couple 2, Leah of Couple 6, and Jim of Couple 7. Eli of Couple 
10 said of his wife Jennifer’s MBSR participation, “I'm happy with the results at least of 
how it influenced, just bringing her back.” Ethan of Couple 2 wanted to take the class 
himself after observing how “the changes” from his wife Rebecca’s MBSR training 
“have made for a more positive relationship.” Leah from Couple 6 told her husband 
William that his reduced anxiety from the MBSR training “makes my life so much 
better.” Jim from Couple 7 expressed that the couple’s shared mindfulness training 
“certainly has strengthened our communication between each other.” But Jim was placed 
in the second quartile because both Jim and Samantha of Couple 7 stated that Samantha 
did not benefit individually as much from the MBSR program as Jim did. The shared 
experience of taking the MBSR class together, however, still seemed to be quite 
meaningful for Jim, and he described the MBSR training “can really make a big 
difference.” 
For the intimate partners in the second quartile, they noticed shifts on important 
issues, but the meaning of the graduates’ MBSR training was tempered compared to the 
first quartile. Eli of Couple 10 and Leah of Couple 6 noticed changes in the graduates that 
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were important to them—being more engaged in the family for Eli and reduced anxiety 
for Leah. But the scale of the change was less significant than the couples in the first 
quartile. The intimate partners in this second quartile did not attribute a major change to 
their couple relationships. Leah hoped for a stronger effect on William’s anxiety, and Eli 
was still faced with the bulk of the family responsibilities because of Jennifer’s medical 
issues. Ethan of Couple 2 and Jim of Couple 7 were both part of the parallel path of 
growth couples group. Both seemed to view that their own personal growth benefitted 
their relationships more than their wives’ individual growth from the MBSR training. 
Additionally, all intimate partners in this second quartile were members of the couples 
group who utilized multiple interventions. Again, the context surrounding the graduates’ 
MBSR training seemed to influence the level of relational impact. 
In the third quartile of medium-low impact, I placed the following three intimate 
partners: Emily of Couple 1, Noah of Couple 3, and Lydia of Couple 11. Emily and 
Lydia were both intimate partners with mindfulness experience, and the development of a 
common language through the graduate’s mindfulness training was a meaningful 
highlight for both. Lydia expressed that “it adds to the experience to have your life 
partner take it.” She discussed some examples of how the couple paused during some 
difficult conversations and slowed down their interactions. Her summary of the impact of 
Andrew’s MBSR training, however, was telling: “I can’t say that [ ] it made everything 
really smooth in family life. We had some rocky, rocky weeks, months, in the spring and 
it, you know, it might have been less rocky because of the, the class.” While his MBSR 
participation was meaningful, Lydia did not make explicit positive statements like the 
intimate partners in the first two quartiles.  
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Emily of Couple 1 felt “a sense of hope” from her partner Ava’s increased self-
care during the MBSR training. She also observed “more calm” in their home as well as a 
“subtle sense of acceptance” from Ava. While Ava’s MBSR training was meaningful to 
Emily, the relational impact seemed to be overshadowed by their pre-existing couple 
conflict. During their interviews, both Emily and Ava often emphasized their differences 
in their relationship. Emily often used the description of “a little less” when she described 
the impact of Ava’s MBSR training on their relationship, implying that the scale of the 
effect was not significant compared to their pre-existing dynamics. 
Noah from Couple 3 shared a number of positive observations about how the 
MBSR training benefitted Lily. He also practiced the at-home mindfulness exercises with 
her because she would regularly invite him. While he noticed benefits in Lily, he said her 
MBSR participation “didn’t mean a lot to me.” He shared that their past couples therapy 
had helped their relationship, and he had a genuinely positive view of Lily prior to her 
MBSR training. When I asked Noah to clarify his description of Lily being non-
judgmental and accepting, he said: “I always get that from her, always. Maybe it has 
intensified since she took the class.” For Noah, major change in their relationship was not 
needed, and he already felt stable in his relationship with Lily. 
These three intimate partners seemed to derive some meaning from the graduates’ 
MBSR training. Yet, the MBSR training did not appear to have a major impact on their 
overall perception of their relationship. One intriguing detail is that the two intimate 
partners with mindfulness experience (Emily and Lydia) in this third quartile actually 
referred the graduates to take the MBSR training. From one perspective, I might predict 
they would have been in the first quartile of highest impact. The effect of MBSR training 
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on relationships seems to be far more complex than just training both members of the 
couple in mindfulness.  
 In the fourth quartile of lowest impact, I placed Ben from Couple 4, Jack from 
Couple 5, and Sophia from Couple 9. As discussed previously, Ben was busy with his job 
and taking care of his ill parents. His wife Grace did not share much about her MBSR 
training. He was appreciative and supportive that she took the MBSR class and had not 
reflected much on the impact. Jack from Couple 5 also observed some benefits of the 
MBSR training in his wife Alice. He was also supportive of her taking the MBSR course 
and encouraging of her continuing to practice mindfulness. But he felt that neither he nor 
their relationship was substantially affected.  
 Sophia from Couple 9 was an intimate partner with mindfulness experience who 
referred her husband Dan to take the MBSR course. The couple practiced mindfulness 
meditation together most evenings, and she noticed that Dan “seemed to calm down a 
little bit” and was “a little more patient and tolerant.” Sophia, however, felt their 
relationship was strained and their conflict did not decrease during Dan’s MBSR training. 
When asked about the impact, Sophia said, “Does it make a difference? I would say a 
little bit. Not as much as I would have hoped.” She hoped for a larger effect on their 
relationship. 
Couple Global Observations Summary 
 From the comparison of couple experiences (across couple analysis), some 
important contextual factors emerged that seemed to influence the relational impact of 
mindfulness training. As discussed above, the MBSR training had varying levels of 
impact on the couples as moderated by the unique complexities and variables within each 
couple relationship. For example, Couples 2, 7, and 12 reported that their shared 
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experiences of parallel growth were meaningful. Also, two other factors contributed to 
the MBSR training becoming more of a shared experience for couples: a) the graduates’ 
level of sharing with their partners and b) the intimate partners’ level of engagement in 
the graduates’ process. While all of the intimate partners supported the graduates’ MBSR 
participation, some intimate partners were more engaged in the graduates’ process than 
others. A foundation of previous or concurrent couple therapy (Couple 3, 7, 11, 12 as 
opposed to Couple 6 and 9) seemed to help some couples integrate the MBSR training 
more effectively into their relationships. Multiple concurrent interventions such as 
individual therapy and medication also blurred the impact of the MBSR training. 
Graduates often decided to take the MBSR course as a supplement to other helpful 
interventions.  
The unanimous desire of graduates to want their intimate partners to also practice 
mindfulness was a striking observation. This desire communicated the meaning and value 
of the MBSR training for the graduates and their hopes to further integrate mindfulness 
into their relationships. Interestingly, having both members of a couple gain mindfulness 
experience did not appear to create the most relational impact. In Couples 1, 9, and 11, 
other factors such as their level of relationship satisfaction seemed to influence how the 
graduates’ MBSR training affected these relationships. Yet, the intimate partners with 
mindfulness experience group voiced the benefits of having the common language of 
mindfulness to share with the recent mindfulness graduates. Additionally, the negotiation 
over the intimate partner practicing mindfulness seemed most successful when the 
graduates were gentle and patient about their request and when the intimate partners 
followed their own motivation to begin practicing mindfulness. 
287 
Member Checking 
 After the mindfulness graduate, intimate partner, and couple interviews were 
analyzed using the structured data analysis methods, drafts of the findings and the 
couples' case studies were emailed to each couple for member checking. The draft of the 
findings included a table displaying the frequency and definitions of the mindfulness 
graduate global themes, the intimate partner global themes, and the couple global 
observations. The couple’s case study included the upfront sections, but excluded each 
member’s individual story and RDAS scores to prevent breaking individual 
confidentiality. In the email, I asked study participants the following: a) if the themes and 
case studies felt like an accurate depiction of their experience; b) if there was anything 
missing or inaccurate; c) if there was anything that surprised them; or d) if there were any 
updates in their lives since the interview that would help me better understand their 
experience. I also followed up two weeks after the initial email to all study participants 
with a reminder email. Since the mindfulness graduates signed the couples up for the 
study, I only had email addresses for 6 out of the 13 intimate partners who had provided 
them. Therefore, the results were emailed to all 13 mindfulness graduates and 6 out of the 
13 intimate partners.  
Eight out of the 12 couples who volunteered for this study responded with 
feedback to the drafts of the findings and couple case studies, yielding a total member 
checking response rate of 75 percent. Out of these eight couples, 7 out of the 13 
mindfulness graduates (1A, 4A, 7As, 8A, 9A, 11A, and 12A) and 4 out of the 13 intimate 
partners (2B, 7AS, 11B, and 12B) responded. Couple 11 gave joint feedback that was 
emailed by the intimate partner, and both members of Couple 12 individually responded. 
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Samantha from Couple 7, who took the class with her husband, was a member of both the 
mindfulness graduate and intimate partner groups. 
Mindfulness Graduates’ Responses 
The mindfulness graduates unanimously responded that the case studies 
accurately reflected their experiences. Only 5 out of the 7 responding mindfulness 
graduates commented directly on the global themes. Of those five graduates, three 
graduates stated that the global themes were accurate. The other two mindfulness 
graduates (7AS and 8A) expressed difficulty comprehending the global themes because 
of its complexity, and one graduate (7AS) asked for clarification. In response, I sent this 
graduate some representative quotes of the global themes from her individual interview. 
She then wrote back that including the quotes “makes much more sense” and that the data 
analysis “was an accurate depiction of my experience.”  
Both Ava from Couple 1described the challenges of continuing mindfulness 
practice since completing the MBSR class. She wrote: 
The continued challenge from my perspective is how an individual can deepen 
MBSR skills, manage daily challenges of life, and readjust intimate partner 
relationships as time progresses. That is a tall order, and I wonder how people do 
with that, over time. 
 
 A major theme in Ava’s individual interview was achieving a balance between 
work and family life, and this challenge has persisted according to her above response. I 
emailed Ava back to ask if she could clarify her above statement about “how an 
individual can [ ] readjust intimate partner relationships as time progresses.” She 
responded with a very insightful, detailed email explicating her theory regarding how 
mindfulness training affects couple relationships. She wrote in her reply: 
I believe that a mindfulness practice fundamental[ly] alters how a person deals 
with themselves and the world on a daily basis. Coming from a mindful place, an 
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individual is more “available” and “open” to observe, interpret, react and 
interact from a place of inner peace and clarity.[ ] Mindfulness also changes 
what a person expects for themselves. Being in tune with one’s inner self helps 
one become more self aware and realistic about needs, wants and possibilities. [ ] 
In an intimate partnership, when one person undergoes fundamental changes 
from their mindfulness practice as those described above, the nature of the 
relationship is bound to change. The person’s partner (Partner 2) will not 
immediate[ly] know, or understand, how their partner (Partner 1) has 
fundamentally changed as a result of their practice. The lag of understanding will 
cause imbalance: partner 2 may just not know how to deal with partner 1, and 
vice versa. Readjusting to one another takes time, and would benefit from guided 
change, as in counseling, or having partner 2 also practice mindfulness. 
 
In the above, Ava affirmed the perceptual shift and inside-out change described in 
the mindfulness graduate global themes. Her descriptions characterize second-order 
change of the MBSR graduate with an associated ripple of influence into the intimate 
partner relationship that causes “a lag of understanding” and “imbalance” with the 
intimate partner. Her observation that “readjusting to one another takes time” reinforced 
the negotiation of meaning intimate partner subtheme. Additionally, she suggested that 
the relational readjustment might “benefit from guided change, as in counseling, or 
having partner 2 also practice mindfulness.” These recommendations echoed both the 
benefits of shared mindfulness experience in couples (common language theme) and 
couples therapy (multiple interventions theme) described in the couple global 
observations. 
Alex from Couple 8 wrote that he and his intimate partner Anne had married a 
year after their interview and that “our relationship has gotten steadily better since the 
mindfulness course.” He further described his experience since the interview: 
I'm still chipping away at depression and while I haven't miraculously been 
cured, I have made good steady progress. I fell off the meditation wagon a little 
bit when I stopped going to mindfulness classes (I took a third [MBSR] class after 
the follow-up class I mentioned to you), but have recently picked it up again on 
my own as a way to make greater strides in the battle against depression. 
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These comments from Alex reinforced the challenge of continuing mindfulness 
practice over time. Although Alex was “still chipping away at depression,” he seemed to 
reiterate the value of deepening mindfulness in his life. Despite his difficulties continuing 
to practice, Alex’s participation in the MBSR course seemed to mark a major shift in the 
stability of his intimate partner relationship. Both Ava’s and Alex’s comments affirmed 
that the integration of mindfulness with relationships requires ongoing support over the 
longer term. 
Samantha from Couple 7 also provided some rich feedback in her member check. 
She shared, “When reading the theme definitions, it was interesting to note how similar 
our experiences were to the other couples.” She clearly felt a resonance between her 
experience and the experience of the other couples in the study. While she stated that her 
experience was accurately depicted in the themes, she was surprised that “the study was a 
little rose-colored,” and that “the themes seem overly positive.” Her rationale was that 
she expected that some intimate partners would express “problems or resentment with the 
mindfulness graduates and their commitment to meditation.” She wondered if the 
mindfulness participant’s commitment to meditation may “cause a shift in the dynamic of 
the relationship.” Samantha took the MBSR training with her husband Jim and stated that 
she herself did not experience any of these issues. In her experience, she expected that 
other couples who did not take the class together would face these issues. 
From Samantha’s comments, I recognized the importance of the negotiation of 
meaning subtheme from the intimate partner global themes. In this subtheme, 7 out of the 
13 intimate partners expressed some disagreement and confusion about how the 
graduates’ mindfulness practice might fit in their relationships moving forward. 
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Samantha and her husband were not represented in this subtheme, and so I could not send 
Samantha any representative quotes from her interview to facilitate her increased 
comprehension of this subtheme. 
Intimate Partners’ Responses 
The four intimate partners who responded also unanimously stated that their 
couple case studies were accurate. Only 2 out of the 4 intimate partners commented 
directly on the global themes. All four intimate partners referenced continuing 
challenges. Of note, the four respondents consisted of intimate partners from all three 
couples in the parallel path of growth couples group and one partner from the intimate 
partner with previous mindfulness experience group. These intimate partners appeared to 
be more engaged and interested in their partners’ MBSR experience at the time of their 
interviews. 
Lydia, the intimate partner from Couple 11 who had previously completed an 
MBSR training, stated that she and her husband Andrew reviewed the case study and 
global themes together. She wrote that the results “felt like a confirmation of our 
experience with each other and the mindfulness approach.” She further described: 
We're continuing along our path, which can be challenging as we parent a 14-
year-old in particular. . . again, learning how to be more discerning about when 
to pause and when to stand one's ground can be connected with the meditation 
work that each of us has been doing. 
 
Lydia stated that the major stressor of parenting a teenager has continued. Yet, 
she shared that the couple has continued to learn “how to be more discerning about when 
to pause” and when to have difficult conversations. Discernment was also a major theme 
in Lydia’s individual interview, and its resonance seems to have persisted. 
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Cameron, the intimate partner from Couple 12, wrote that the case study was 
accurate and added the following details: “The biggest update is that we continue to 
struggle in the relationship around similar priorities and communication approaches. So 
we have again discussed the potential of breaking up, but with no resolution.” Because of 
Cameron’s positive descriptions at the time of the interview, I had placed Couple 12 in 
the quartile of couples with the most impact from the MBSR training. The couple had 
placed in the distressed range according to the RDAS measure and also reported a history 
of intimate partner violence. From Cameron’s update, the couple is still struggling with 
similar issues despite the positive impact of Lucas’ MBSR training. 
Ethan, the intimate partner from Couple 2, also provided feedback. At the time of 
the interview, he was recovering from a suicide attempt and progressing in individual 
therapy. He had expressed interest in taking the MBSR class himself. In the data analysis, 
I had noted that Ethan was on a parallel path of growth with Rebecca during her MBSR 
training. He wrote in his reply:  
I feel that your overall perspective at that point in time was correct. However, 
since that point in time I have lost my path towards spirituality and mindfulness. I 
feel that I have regressed in my thinking whereas Rebecca has definitely grown. I 
cannot explain what has happened to me but feel that I have become more cynical 
and have grown apart from Rebecca. My goal is to get back to a path of 
mindfulness but right now it is clouded with anger and victimization.   
 
Ethan shared that his wife Rebecca, the mindfulness graduate, had “definitely 
grown” since their interview, while he felt that he has “regressed.” Although the couple 
reported a parallel path of growth during Rebecca’s MBSR training, Ethan felt that his 
growth has not kept pace with Rebecca’s growth. Ethan only had limited exposure to 
mindfulness practice through his therapist, yet he identified returning to “a path of 
mindfulness” as a goal. His reply may speak to the enduring meaning of his wife’s 
293 
MBSR training for his own path. Couple 2 also placed in the distressed range according 
to the RDAS, and Ethan’s reported struggles may reflect a process of the couple growing 
apart. From Ethan’s comments, Rebecca’s MBSR training has helped her individually, 
but has not made a long-term impact on their increased connection in the relationship. 
Finally, Samantha from Couple 7 shared some insightful feedback from her 
perspective as an intimate partner. Regarding the perception of communications 
subtheme from the intimate partner global themes, she wrote, “I can’t stress how 
important it is to both notice and mention a positive change in your partner.” Samantha 
and Jim took the MBSR class together, and she emphasized the importance of talking 
about Jim’s positive changes with him. Her comment reinforced the potential influence of 
the intimate partner in the MBSR participant’s experience. 
Reflections on the Member Checking Process 
Overall, the mindfulness graduates and intimate partners who responded stated 
that the results accurately depicted their experiences. As a result of their feedback, I did 
not revise any global themes, but their comments did shift the emphasis of the study’s 
findings. The graduates’ comments about their struggles to continue their mindfulness 
practice and apply it to their daily lives captured their humility from the interviews. Their 
feedback reinforced the graduates’ earlier depiction of themselves as works in progress. 
Samantha’s reflections helped me clarify the importance of sharing between the intimate 
partner and the MBSR participant. She also helped me to punctuate the disconnection 
experienced by some intimate partners in the negotiation of meaning subtheme. The 
responses from the distressed couples also communicated that couples who were 
distressed at the time of the interview did not seem to improve over time. Additionally, 
294 
the individual themes of struggle that participants shared during their interviews appeared 
to persist.  
For future member checking, I would recommend including representative quotes 
for each global theme to improve participant comprehension. I think several respondents 
only commented on the case studies and not the global themes because of the complexity 
of the themes. I had included representative quotes in the initial draft of the member 
checking document, but my dissertation co-chair (Dr. Davey) and I were concerned that 
the documents would be too lengthy and deter response rates. In hindsight, the 
representative quotes bring the themes to life and make them more accessible to the study 
participants.  
The data analysis process also took much longer than originally anticipated, and 
so the study participants were contacted 13 to 18 months after data collection. Decreasing 
this gap between data collection and member checking may improve response rates in the 
future. Also, collecting email addresses for all the intimate partners to send follow-up 
information would improve intimate partner response rates.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 
 
A great deal of this burgeoning research in clinical and basic contemplative 
science has really focused predominantly on cognitive, affective, and neural 
correlates and consequences of contemplative practice. But I think it’s fair to say 
that for most of us, what we really care about is what happens socially. . . So it’s 
really within our interactions with each other that I think the fruits of 
contemplative practice are realized. 
-Alfred Kaszniak (2012) 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological dissertation study was to 
understand the experience of intimate partner relationships when one member of a couple 
learned how to meditate through an 8-week MBSR training program. Twelve recent 
MBSR graduates and their intimate partners were recruited from two established MBSR 
programs at two urban northeastern hospitals. The phenomenological methodological 
approach elicited rich, first-person descriptions from the MBSR graduates and from their 
intimate partners. Through in-depth semi-structured interviews, the mindfulness 
graduates reflected upon their MBSR experience and how the mindfulness training 
affected their couple relationships. Informed by general systems theory (Bertalanffy, 
1968), the research design also included a second-person perspective from the intimate 
partners of the MBSR graduates to increase our understanding of how individual 
mindfulness training affects intimate partner relationships. This additional perspective 
from the intimate partners provided a dyadic view about the relational effects of 
mindfulness training. Finally, all couples were interviewed together to share and build 
upon their individual reflections.  
The following research question and three sub-questions guided this dissertation 
study and provided the structure for this discussion chapter: What is the lived experience 
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of intimate partner relationships for both: (a) recent participants of an 8-week MBSR 
program and (b) their intimate partners? (1) What are the relational effects, processes, 
and implications of MBSR for participants? (2) Do the proposed individual benefits of 
MBSR transfer to the perceptions and experiences of the intimate partners? If so, how? 
(3) What is the meaning of MBSR participation for each member of the intimate partner 
relationship? 
First, a summary of the key study findings under each of the three respective sub-
questions are described. The findings are then compared and contrasted to prior research 
and theories on the relational effects of mindfulness. Following discussion of the 
findings, the contributions to CFT research, clinical implications, study limitations, 
recommendations for future research, self of the researcher reflections, and final 
conclusions are presented. 
Summary of Main Study Findings 
The current theory in the professional literature is that the skills learned from the 
intrapersonal practice of mindfulness will transfer and generalize to interpersonal 
contexts (Greenberg, 2012). Carson et al. (2006), for example, conceptualized 
mindfulness as a global approach to human experience and asserted that individual 
mindfulness practice could transfer to relationships. Yet, the empirical evidence of any 
generalization of individual mindfulness training to social contexts is still in its infancy 
(Gambrel & Keeling, 2010; Kozlowski, 2012). 
In Chapter 3, findings from the handful of mindfulness research studies that 
examined intimate partner relationships were reviewed. Two of the studies (Barnes et al., 
2007; Wachs & Cordova, 2007) were correlational, did not include a mindfulness training 
component, and solely relied on the questionable trait mindfulness measures. The Carson 
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et al. (2004; 2007) studies investigated a mindfulness training intervention for non-
distressed couples and reported that relationship satisfaction and several other salient 
relational outcomes significantly improved. Yet, the probability of both members of an 
intimate partner relationship taking an MBSR course together is very rare because a joint 
motivation to practice meditation daily for 30-45 minutes is required. The Michaels 
(2007) study also reported that relationship satisfaction significantly improved following 
individual MBSR training, but only the mindfulness participant’s perspective was 
considered and no contextual information about the relationships was examined. The 
Birnie et al. (2010) study only measured individual outcomes for couples who took the 
MBSR training together when one member of the couple had cancer. Birnie et al. showed 
how individual stress level affects the stress level of intimate partners, but no dyadic 
relationship data was collected. Finally, the Pruitt and McCollum (2010) study was the 
first qualitative study designed to examine the relational effects of meditation practice. 
Yet the researchers interviewed an atypical sample of meditation practitioners with over a 
decade of experience and did not include the perspectives of their intimate partners or 
data about their intimate partner relationships. 
Instead of the quantitative analyses utilized in most prior studies, this qualitative 
phenomenological dissertation study was designed to better understand the experiences of 
the mindfulness graduates and their intimate partners. This study also focused on the 
most prevalent clinical scenario—when one member of a couple learns to meditate. This 
study also featured a mindfulness training component, and so the data emerged from 
actual mindfulness experience instead of hypothetical trait mindfulness measures. 
Additionally, this study included a rich contextual background describing the 
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participants’ dyadic relationships instead of solely measuring individual symptoms. 
Using the extant research above as a context, the study findings from the mindfulness 
graduate and intimate partner descriptions are presented below. 
Research Sub-Question One: Mindfulness Graduates’ Perceptions of Relational 
Effects 
  The perceptual shift and behavioral shift mindfulness graduate superordinate 
themes provide the graduates’ reflections on this first research sub-question regarding the 
relational effects, processes, and implications of MBSR training. These two superordinate 
themes are reviewed and compared to the following seven potential relational pathways 
(presented in Chapter 2; see Table 2.1 for reference) that summarize the existing 
professional literature: 1) awareness; 2) acceptance of self and other; 3) empathy; 3) 
emotional balance; 4) approach stress response; 5) response flexibility; and 5) 
connectedness. Consideration of the study findings to general systems theory, 
phenomenology, and the theoretical foundations of mindfulness are also explored. 
The perceptual shift superordinate theme summarizes mindfulness graduates’ 
descriptions of seeing their intimate partners differently as a result of internal shifts in 
their relationships with themselves. The behavioral shift superordinate theme describes 
the MBSR graduates’ efforts to apply their internal shifts and to experiment with new 
behaviors in their couple relationships. In order to identify the structure of the 
mindfulness graduates’ experiences, I combined the threefold logic summaries—ground, 
path, and fruition—previously presented in Chapter 4 for these two superordinate themes. 
As a result of this integration, the following descriptions illustrate the process of how 
graduates applied the mindfulness training to their intimate relationships: (a) developing 
an increased awareness of emotional reactivity during interactions with their partners; (b) 
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sometimes identifying on-the-spot insights regarding how they were about to react and 
recognizing the ineffectiveness of these past habitual reactions; (c) pausing and giving 
more space in the moment; (d) shifting their perspectives of their partners by being more 
receptive and taking a position of understanding; (e) doing something different such as 
offering support, giving more space, or voicing their needs; (f) sometimes feeling a sense 
of increased connection and attunement or satisfying interactions, while other times 
engaging in negotiations with their intimate partners about their actions and feeling 
humble about missed opportunities to improve their relationships. Table 5.1 below 
outlines the above processes and links each stage to the seven potential relational 
pathways from the professional literature. These descriptions of the graduates’ experience 
provide a map of how perceptual and behavioral shifts from mindfulness training may 
influence interactions with intimate partners.  
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Table 5.1 
 
Mindfulness Graduate Perceptual Shift and Behavioral Shift Processes Linked to 
Relational Pathways 
 
Stage Study Findings Mindfulness Graduate 
Descriptions 
Existing Literature: 
Relational Pathways 
Ground Awareness of 
emotional 
reactivity 
Developing increased awareness of 
their emotional reactivity during 
interactions. 
- Awareness  
 
  Identifying insights into habits of 
reactivity that have not worked in 
the past. 
- Awareness 
- Approach stress     
   response 
Path Creating space  
and time 
Pausing and giving more space in 
the moment. 
- Emotional balance 
 
 Perspective-taking Shifting to a more partner-centered 
focus and a position of 
understanding. 
- Empathy 
- Acceptance of self 
  and other 
 Making different 
choices 
Doing something different such as: 
offering support, giving more 
space, or voicing needs. 
- Response flexibility 
Fruition Humility and 
moments of 
connection 
Sometimes feeling a sense of 
increased attunement and 
connection. Other times, 
negotiation with intimate partner 
and feeling a sense of humility 
from missed opportunities. 
- Connectedness 
- Response flexibility 
 
 
 
Awareness of emotional reactivity. The graduates’ increased self-awareness of 
their emotional reactivity during couple interactions and their insights into their 
dissatisfaction with past habitual reactions are expressions of the awareness relational 
pathway in the existing literature. According to the graduates’ descriptions, this increased 
self-awareness has several key qualities: a) present-focused attention, b) increased 
concentration, c) increased receptivity, and d) a feeling of self-acceptance. These 
descriptions from the MBSR graduates mirror Kabat-Zinn’s (2003) and Bishop et al.’s 
(2004) operational definitions of mindfulness as an awareness of the present moment 
with openness and non-judgment. While the importance of self-awareness reinforces the 
301 
existing MBSR research with individuals (Grossman et al., 2004), the graduates’ 
descriptions of increased self-awareness were also the consistent foundation for any 
relational implications of their MBSR training. The graduates shared that this quality of 
awareness spontaneously and frequently arose during interactions with their intimate 
partners. This emergence of self-awareness outside of formal meditation practice 
represents the relational potential of mindfulness training—that the intentional way of 
relating to experience in formal meditation can generalize and transfer to relationships.   
Wachs and Cordova (2005) referred to this awareness relational pathway as the 
identification of emotions, while Siegel (2007) described it as intrapersonal attunement. 
The graduates’ shared examples of bringing a receptive awareness to their present 
experiences and identifying emotions by attuning to their body sensations and thoughts. 
These moments of recognizing their emotional experiences echo Siegel’s statement that 
“mindful awareness is a form of self-relationship, an internal form of attunement” (p. 17). 
This caring self-awareness of their internal state influenced how the graduates related to 
others.  
This awareness relational pathway was also described as insight by Carson et al. 
(2006). The graduates described noticing strong, emotional pulls to rigidly repeat past 
reactions with their intimate partners. They shared stories of how they could recognize 
this pull in the present moment and see that following their usual impulse would not help 
their relationships. Carson et al. (2006) described this awareness as understanding the 
consequences of “overlearned, maladaptive responses” (p. 310). Their expanded 
awareness offered a second-order, observer perspective that provided insight into their 
habitual patterns of reaction to their partners. This insight into the differences between 
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past and present demonstrates a different way of relating to their experiences, similar to 
the approach stress response relational pathway. Rather than repeating a pattern of 
reactivity, the graduates reported coming to know the emotional reactivity inside 
themselves and actually experiencing it in process. The graduates described a process of 
turning toward their emotions with increased receptivity instead of impulsively reacting 
to them.  
Creating space and time. The next stage in the mindfulness graduate 
descriptions was creating space and time during couple interactions. This finding refers 
to the graduates’ efforts to pause and give more space during dyadic interactions. For 
example, Andrew from Couple 11 described this finding as, “I’ve took a deep breath, I’ve 
paused in, in the autopilot way I sometimes interact with Lydia, and I’ve taken the time.” 
The phrase “creating space and time” was drawn from Greenberg’s (2012) discussion of 
a parent describing a similar shift in her interactions with her child following a mindful 
parenting intervention. In this study, this pausing created more space and time internally 
within the graduates and sometimes created more space and time during their partner 
interactions. This finding relates to the emotional balance relational pathway in the 
professional literature. 
Wachs and Cordova (2005) described this pathway as the increased tolerance of 
negative emotions and decreased impulsivity. In their theory of mindful relating, they 
propose that this skill comes from an increased awareness of the potential to cause harm. 
This theory echoes the emergence of insight in the previous awareness of emotional 
reactivity finding. When the graduates were able to pause, they were aware of their own 
emotional reactivity and recognized that these impulses to react could be destructive to 
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their intimate relationships. Awareness and insight seems to provide the foundation for 
pausing, while mindfulness training may contribute to the actual ability to pause in the 
moment. Pruitt and McCollum’s (2010) qualitative study with long-term meditators 
reported a less reactivity relationship theme that could also be associated with the 
importance of pausing. Their study participants emphasized slowing down interactions 
and rebounding from anger more quickly in their close relationships. 
Both Wachs and Cordova (2007) and Barnes et al. (2007) described the 
importance of emotional expression and trait mindfulness in their correlational, trait 
mindfulness studies. This ability to pause in the moment and to create more space and 
time during dyadic interactions may be a critical process for the application of 
mindfulness training to relationships. According to interpersonal neurobiology theory 
(Siegel, 2007), this increased space and time during interactions may allow for higher 
cortical functioning of the brain and increase the ability to make choices instead of being 
driven by the faster reaction time of the lower brain structures such as the amygdala.   
The creating space and time and the awareness of emotional reactivity findings 
may also refer to increased emotional regulation. Prior mindfulness researchers have 
reported significant associations between trait mindfulness and adaptive emotional 
regulation (Baer et al., 2006). Mindfulness and acceptance researchers Roemer et al. 
(2009) defined emotional regulation as “the ability to monitor, understand, and accept 
emotions, and to engage in goal-directed behavior when emotionally activated” (p. 144). 
The last part of this definition reflects the acceptance and commitment therapy literature 
reviewed earlier, which proposes taking actions in accordance with values and principles 
even when struggling emotionally. From the graduates’ descriptions, creating space and 
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time during interactions can be linked to the graduates’ commitment to respond more 
constructively to their partners when they are emotionally activated.  
Perspective-taking. The next stage of the mindfulness graduates’ descriptions 
was perspective-taking—shifting their perspectives to a more partner-centered focus and 
taking a position of understanding. Perspective-taking is defined in the empathy and 
mindfulness literature as the ability to perceive the internal world of another person 
(Block-Lerner et al., 2007). This finding relates to the empathy and acceptance of self 
and other relational pathways from the professional literature. The mindfulness 
graduates expressed an increased receptivity to understanding their partners’ experiences. 
This increased receptivity to their partners was the main perceptual shift emerging from 
the data analysis and seems to be associated with their increased receptivity toward 
themselves—which was developed through their MBSR training. In the graduates’ 
descriptions, perspective-taking was associated with the two previous findings of 
awareness of emotional reactivity and creating space and time. They were more aware of 
their own feeling states and also described a desire to understand their partners’ 
perspectives. Perspective-taking also seemed to emerge from their ability to give more 
space during interactions. The emotional balance and pausing in creating space and time 
may create the possibility for increased perspective-taking. 
Wachs and Cordova (2005) noted that empathy is highly correlated with the 
ability to identify one’s own emotions. In their 2007 correlational study, Wachs and 
Cordova reported a statistically significant association between empathy and trait 
mindfulness. Their work highlights the potential link between this study’s findings of 
increased awareness of emotional reactivity and increased perspective-taking. The 
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graduates’ perceptual shift to increased perspective-taking also resonates with Siegel’s 
(2007) mechanism of enhanced empathy. He stated that an increased attunement to 
oneself leads to an increased attunement with others because similar brain structures are 
involved. 
The graduates’ efforts to understand their partners were also associated with 
acceptance and giving more space in their relationships. Providing space was a process of 
letting go of ineffective past efforts to change their partners, similar to Wachs and 
Cordova’s (2005) pathway of a less critical and non-defensive attitude toward self and 
other. Both Carson et al. (2006) and Pruitt and McCollum (2010) suggested that 
increased acceptance of oneself leads to increased acceptance of others (acceptance of 
self and other relational pathway). This transfer of acceptance from self to other was 
reported by some of the mindfulness graduates. Additionally, some graduates described 
decreased criticism for their partners and seeing them from a wider perspective—as just 
another human being. Yet, a direct link between acceptance of self and other was only 
voiced by a few of the graduates who volunteered for this study.  
Half of the couples in this study were also distressed when they were interviewed, 
which may present a greater obstacle to the mindfulness graduates’ acceptance of their 
intimate partners. Based on the descriptions of several MBSR graduates from distressed 
couples, the transfer of acceptance from themselves to their partners was challenging. 
Negative expectations of partners are rigid perceptions which may make the perceptual 
shift to perspective-taking and acceptance of the other more difficult. In order to increase 
reliable long-term change with distressed couples in therapy, Jacobson et al. (2000) 
developed the IBCT model to focus on acceptance-based strategies that decrease each 
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partner’s desire to change the other. Because of their distress level, some graduates in this 
study may have needed additional support and training to expand their self-acceptance to 
their partners. For MBSR participants in distressed relationships, a shared experience for 
the couple (like couples therapy) or practicing acceptance of partners in more accessible 
and targeted ways might be necessary to effectively transfer acceptance from self to 
other. 
Making different choices. The next stage in the mindfulness graduate 
descriptions was making different choices. This finding is based on the behavioral shift 
superordinate theme and the graduates’ trying something different in their intimate 
partner relationships. This finding is associated with the response flexibility relational 
pathway from the professional literature. To review, Siegel (2007) defined response 
flexibility as the ability to pause before action and to consider different options before 
responding. The graduates described examples of intentionally speaking and listening 
differently to their intimate partners. Their descriptions of experimenting with new 
behaviors during intense dyadic interactions typically began with pausing or slowing 
down. According to the graduates, moments of response flexibility emerged from the 
pausing and increased emotional balance previously discussed in the creating space and 
time finding.  
According to the professional literature, response flexibility involves making 
choices instead of habitually reacting. Mindful parenting researcher Dumas (2005) 
labeled the emotionally reactive pattern in family relationships as “automaticity” (p. 779), 
the opposite of response flexibility. Carson et al. (2006) and the experienced meditation 
practitioners in Pruitt and McCollum’s (2010) qualitative study associated response 
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flexibility with the ability to identify difficult emotions during interactions and to respond 
differently than the typical defensive reactions of suppression or aggression. These 
researchers as well as Wachs and Cordova (2005) linked response flexibility to the ability 
to see and feel the arising of difficult emotions in real-time and to “disidentify” from their 
momentum to react—decreasing impulsivity and increasing tolerance of negative 
emotions. Placed within the context of this study’s findings, this increased range of 
response developed from the awareness of emotional reactivity and creating space and 
time.   
Humility and moments of connection. The next stage in the mindfulness 
graduates’ descriptions was humility and moments of connection. When directly asked 
about the impact of mindfulness training on their intimate partner relationships, most 
graduates responded with humility. They emphasized that they often could not pause and 
shift their habitual reactions with their partners despite their increased self-awareness in 
the moment. The graduates’ process frequently involved just the first step awareness of 
their emotional reactivity without progressing to the subsequent steps of creating space 
and time, perspective-taking, or making different choices. Their takeaway was often an 
increased awareness of their own contributions to difficult interactions with their partners 
and the missed opportunities to respond differently instead of reacting. The graduates 
viewed awareness of their own reactivity as the predominant outcome of their 
mindfulness training, and this reactivity was both an obstacle and an opportunity for 
relational growth. 
Many graduates described moments of increased connection and situations where 
they felt more attuned to their partners. This deeper connection and attunement seemed to 
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occur when the overall process moved through all stages to its fruition. In these 
examples, the graduates’ would describe shifting to a position of understanding with their 
partners and making different choices, such as listening differently or pausing before 
speaking. While these examples of increased connection appeared in many graduates’ 
descriptions, most graduates viewed these as satisfying moments amidst the broader 
experience of reactivity and habitual patterns in their couple relationships. They did not 
report that MBSR training transformed their intimate relationships, but they did share 
examples of how they were working with their increased awareness of reactivity. They 
described experiencing the possibility of responding differently in their couple 
relationships. 
Pruitt and McCollum’s (2010) qualitative study with long-term meditation 
practitioners may provide some helpful context to the mindfulness graduates’ 
descriptions. These researchers differentiated their findings between states and traits. 
States were legitimate experiences, but were not yet integrated as recurring patterns. 
Traits, on the other hand, were integrated states that developed over years of meditation 
practice in these long-term practitioners. The challenge that mindfulness graduates 
described in transferring their awareness and insights into actual behavior change may be 
associated with their beginning level of mindfulness experience and the repetition 
required for an awareness state to become established as a stable trait. The graduates’ 
reflections make an importation distinction—there is a critical difference between the 
capacity to bring receptive awareness to experience and the ability to respond differently 
based on this awareness.  
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There is currently much debate in trait mindfulness and neuroscientific research 
studies about the frequency and duration of mindfulness practice necessary for states to 
become integrated as long-term traits. As shared earlier, Davidson et al. (2003) and 
Holzel et al. (2010) have reported positive changes in the structure and functioning of the 
brain after only 8 weeks of MBSR training. The Buddhist meditation literature may 
provide more clarity about the stages of development of meditation practice. For 
example, the MBSR graduates’ emerging awareness that patterns can change might be 
identified as a sign of progress by Buddhist meditation teacher Chödrön (2012). She 
described this phenomenon of the MBSR graduates’ becoming aware of a pattern they 
wanted to change, but not being able to do something different as, “I see what I do, but I 
can’t stop it” (p. 65). She stated that the process of development in meditation practice 
has “an exposed quality, an embarrassing quality” (p. 65) because “our awareness of 
imperfection is heightened” (p. 65). Chödrön’s statements capture the humility that many 
graduates shared during their interviews as they acknowledged their increased awareness 
of reactivity. 
Theoretical considerations of mindfulness graduate findings. The findings 
from the mindfulness graduates’ descriptions of the relational processes, effects, and 
implications of mindfulness training are congruent with Shapiro et al.’s (2006) 
mindfulness theoretical mechanism of reperceiving and Bowen’s (1978) systemic 
construct of differentiation. In Shapiro et al.’s (2006) seminal theoretical paper on the 
mechanisms of mindfulness referenced in Chapter 2, the authors proposed a meta-
mechanism of mindfulness training called reperceiving that was defined as “a 
fundamental shift in perspective” (p. 377) and “a rotation in consciousness in which what 
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was previously ‘subject’ becomes ‘object’” (p. 378) . The process of reperceiving 
involves the development of an observing self who can witness and be aware of the 
changing elements of consciousness. Reperceiving is different from detachment, because 
one develops more intimacy with moments of experience as a participant-observer. 
The graduates’ descriptions in the perceptual shift superordinate theme echoed 
aspects of Shapiro et al.’s (2006) reperceiving mechanism, especially the awareness of 
emotional reactivity finding. During mindfulness training, the graduates described the 
emergence of a larger awareness that allowed them to see and experience their thoughts 
and feelings as separate, changing events. For example, Richard from Couple 6 described 
reperceiving as “you're the lifeguard and watching a swimmer in a riptide” along with the 
realization that also “you're [still] the swimmer [laughs] and you've just got to tread 
water.” His description reflects the participant-observer quality of reperceiving. Most 
noteworthy, the graduates described how this reperceiving sometimes surfaced in their 
intimate partner relationships. Their descriptions of seeing the ineffectiveness of habits of 
reactivity—an internal reperceiving—sometimes led to interpersonal perceptual shifts, or 
reperceiving of their partners. Graduates’ descriptions of increased receptivity to their 
partners, taking a position of understanding, and offering more space in their 
relationships are potential illustrations of the reperceiving mechanism in relationships. 
The receptivity involved with reperceiving sometimes transferred from an intrapersonal 
process to an interpersonal interaction. 
Shapiro et al. (2006) proposed that reperceiving cultivates additional mechanisms 
of mindfulness, including two mechanisms that specifically resonate with the 
mindfulness graduates descriptions: 1) self-regulation of emotion and 2) cognitive, 
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emotional, and behavioral flexibility. In Shapiro et al.’s theory, reperceiving develops the 
capacity to stand back and further tolerate difficult emotions so that one can make more 
flexible, adaptive choices. These two mechanisms are quite similar to the creating space 
and time and making different choices study findings. More adaptive emotional 
expression and increased behavioral flexibility are two relational pathways of 
mindfulness training described by the graduates. 
Similar to Shapiro et al.’s (2006) reperceiving mechanism, the increased 
emotional regulation of the creating space and time finding and the response flexibility 
of the making different choices finding also reflect core processes of differentiation 
described in Bowen’s (1978) clinical model of family systems theory. Kerr and Bowen 
(1988) defined the process of differentiation as the capacity to be autonomous, yet stay 
connected in relationships. Unlike Shapiro et al.’s (2006) reperceiving, differentiation is 
both an intrapersonal and interpersonal process. Learning how to tolerate anxiety in 
relationships and to expand the range of possible responses are key developmental 
processes of differentiation (Schnarch & Regas, 2012). In Pruitt and McCollum’s (2010) 
qualitative study with long-term meditation practitioners, the increased connection 
pathway also illustrated aspects of the differentiation of self. Like Bowen’s theory, the 
long-term meditators in their study defined connection in their relationships as the 
balance of the opposing qualities of closeness and independence. They also described an 
internal sense of belonging—similar to intrapersonal attunement—that helped them feel 
less risk in sharing their vulnerability with their partners.  
My critique of Bowen’s theory is that the intrapersonal process of differentiation 
and how one can actually regulate emotional reactivity in relationships is not clearly 
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articulated. In their study to validate a scale to measure differentiation, for example, 
Schnarch and Regas (2012) stated how emotional reactivity naturally occurs during 
intimate partner relationships, and “the best in someone stands up under the pressure of 
their personal crucible and does what needs to be carried out or creates a new solution” 
(p. 3). In my personal and clinical experience, intrapersonal skills must be developed in 
order for “the best in someone to stand up” and to achieve some behavioral flexibility in 
relationships. According to the graduates’ descriptions, mindfulness training could be one 
viable path to developing the intrapersonal process of differentiation. Their increased 
ability to identify and to tolerate anxiety may be a critical building block for the 
interpersonal process of differentiation. Referencing the graduates’ reported challenges of 
practicing mindfulness in their relationships, offering coaching and increased support for 
the interpersonal process of differentiation may help to transfer the effects of mindfulness 
training to intimate relationships.  
Siegel’s (2007) intrapersonal attunement metaphor for mindfulness practice seems 
to mirror the core intrapersonal processes of differentiation of the self. Although Siegel 
cites attachment theory as his theoretical base, clinical applications of attachment theory 
have traditionally been an outside-in process in which the internal stability of oneself is 
contingent upon the attunement of a caring, external relationship with one’s partner. 
Differentiation of self follows the inside-out process of change described by the graduates 
and emphasizes an emotional balance and flexibility that is less dependent on external 
relationships, but can still be applied to relationships. Siegel’s intrapersonal attunement 
implies that one can become one’s own secure attachment figure, highlighting the 
autonomy aspect of the intrapersonal process of differentiation. Mindfulness training 
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seemed to catalyze the graduates’ intrapersonal differentiation of self and fostered their 
experimentation with the interpersonal process of differentiation in their intimate 
relationships. They described pausing more and having insights into how their own 
reactivity contributed to struggles in their relationships. This increased awareness of 
reactivity is also congruent with Bowen’s theoretical emphasis of taking personal 
responsibility for oneself in relationships. The graduates talked about making different 
choices and trying out new patterns of behavior. Clearly the interpersonal process of 
differentiation for the graduates required more support based on the temporary and 
fleeting states of increased connection they reported with their partners. For the 
graduates, integrating mindfulness into their relationships was clearly a work in progress.  
Research Sub-Question Two: Intimate Partners’ Perceptions of MBSR 
The second research sub-question examined the perspectives of intimate partners 
of the MBSR graduates. The sub-question asked what intimate partners observed in the 
graduates and whether they experienced any direct benefits from the graduates’ 
individual mindfulness training. Eliciting a second-person perspective from intimate 
partners about individual mindfulness training is a novel approach for mindfulness 
research. Overall, the intimate partners stated that the graduates’ mindfulness training 
was a positive experience without any negative side effects for their relationships. The 
intimate partners were supportive of the graduates’ MBSR training because they could 
see that the graduates were developing skills and that the MBSR course was meaningful 
to the graduates. Yet, their descriptions of the benefits of mindfulness training were 
diluted compared to the graduates’ descriptions.  
The most consistent finding was the intimate partners’ observations of graduates’ 
improved emotional balance during the 8-week MBSR training. Intimate partners 
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frequently described an increased calmness and decreased reactivity in the graduates. 
According to their descriptions, the intimate partners often associated this increased 
emotional balance with the graduates’ increased capacity to be in the present moment. 
Some intimate partners shared that they observed the graduates pausing when feeling 
agitated during an interaction. This finding corresponds with the awareness of emotional 
reactivity and creating space and time mindfulness graduate findings.  
The intimate partners’ observations also reinforce the importance of emotional 
expression in the trait mindfulness correlational studies by Wachs and Cordova (2007) 
and Barnes et al. (2007). These researchers suggested that mindfulness may positively 
affect couple relationships by decreasing emotional reactivity during stressful interactions 
with intimate partners. Wachs and Cordova (2007) showed that the identification and 
communication of emotions as well as anger management might be an important 
relational pathway for mindfulness, while Barnes et al. (2007) suggested that mindfulness 
may decrease anxiety and anger before and after partner conflict. The intimate partners’ 
observation of increased emotional balance mirrored the findings of these correlational 
studies and suggested that decreased emotional reactivity might be the main benefit of 
mindfulness training that transfers to intimate partner relationships. The finding from this 
study is noteworthy because the graduates actually participated in mindfulness training, 
when the correlational studies had no mindfulness training intervention.  
Most intimate partners said they personally benefitted from the graduates’ 
mindfulness training, but they also reported that their intimate relationships were not 
directly affected by the graduates’ mindfulness training. The personal benefits that the 
intimate partners themselves experienced were usually associated with the graduates’ 
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increased calmness. For example, some intimate partners described how they personally 
felt less stress because the graduates were managing their own stress better. This finding 
may relate to the Birnie et al. (2010) MBSR study with cancer patients and their intimate 
partners. In that study, the researchers reported that the intimate partner’s level of mood 
disturbance decreased when the cancer patient’s stress level decreased during the MBSR 
training. The intimate partners’ descriptions reinforce Birnie et al.’s finding and illustrate 
one way that mindfulness may affect relationships.  
Despite many intimate partners stating that they individually benefitted from the 
graduates’ mindfulness training, most intimate partners did not feel their intimate partner 
relationships were changed. This lack of relational change may correspond to the intimate 
partners’ perception of their dyadic communications. The intimate partners did notice 
some shifts in the graduates’ communication styles, which they consistently connected 
with the graduates’ increased presence and emotional balance. Yet, the intimate partners 
often used descriptors such as “a little” to portray the graduates’ efforts at increased 
receptivity to their partners. The intimate partners’ perceptions of improved listening or 
increased sensitivity do reinforce the perspective-taking and making different choices 
mindfulness graduate findings, but on a smaller scale. Although increased awareness and 
decreased reactivity seemed to create the possibility for new responses in their 
relationships, the intimate partners viewed the graduates’ shifts as in the early stages of 
development. They were supportive of the graduates’ efforts, but did not feel that the 
bigger patterns of their relationship were shifted as a result of the graduates’ mindfulness 
training.  
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Gender also seemed to have a moderating influence on intimate partners’ 
experiences. The three intimate partners who were more detached from the MBSR 
participants’ experiences (3B, 4B, and 5B) were male, although some of the male 
intimate partners (2B, 10B, and 12B) were quite engaged in the MBSR participants’ 
process. The intimate partners of the male MBSR participants (6B, 7AS, 8B, 9B, 11B, 
and 12B) were also more likely to express appreciation that the men did something 
outside of their comfort zone by taking the MBSR course. This finding reveals the 
influence of traditional gender roles and hints at why most MBSR participants are female. 
Mindfulness training may be a possible clinical intervention to help men identify and 
communicate their emotions more effectively.  
Theoretical considerations of intimate partner findings. Applying a systems 
theory perspective (Watzlawick et al., 1974) previously described in Chapter 2, second-
order change of the intimate partner relationships from individual mindfulness training 
cannot be assumed. The intimate partners shared that the graduates’ mindfulness training 
helped, but did not directly change their relationships. Revisiting the systemic construct 
of progressive centralization, one member of a couple participating in a mindfulness 
training does influence the system. The scale of this relational influence, however, 
seemed muted compared to the individual benefits of mindfulness training. The scale of 
relational change may increase based on the long-term practice and integration by one 
member of the couple or the couples’ shared experience of mindfulness training. Pruitt 
and McCollum (2010) discussed the development of mindfulness states into traits with 
long-term meditation practitioners. The mindfulness graduates in this study were just 
learning mindfulness practice, and the intimate partners noted that the MBSR course was 
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just the beginning. More mindfulness experience may result in greater integration and 
influence on the intimate partner relationship system. For example, Jim and Samantha of 
Couple 7 took the class together and reported the most relational impact from the MBSR 
course of all the couples in the study. Although other couples included intimate partners 
with previous mindfulness training, the shared experience of Couple 7 taking the class 
together appeared to have a greater influence on the couple system. 
Research Sub-Question Three: Meaning of MBSR for Each Member of the Couple 
The graduates’ experience of meaning from mindfulness training was captured in 
the self in relationship to other superordinate theme, while the intimate partners’ 
experience of meaning was explored in the meaning making superordinate theme. The 
graduates had the primary experience of actually participating in the mindfulness 
training, while the intimate partners performed a witnessing role. The graduates described 
intrapersonal shifts from the MBSR course that resulted in deep, meaningful personal 
experiences. Most graduates shared they had a different internal experience of themselves 
through increased self-awareness and self-acceptance, similar to previous qualitative 
research on perceptual shifts from mindfulness training (Malpass et al., 2011). Yet, the 
graduates also shared examples of how this internal shift extended outward into their 
intimate partner relationships. This inside-out process included subtle and concrete ways 
in which the graduates experimented with this new experience of themselves in their 
intimate relationships. While the internal shift felt profound to many graduates, they were 
unsure about the specific relational effects of the MBSR training and their partners’ 
perceptions of the graduates’ experience.  
Graduates described many positive benefits including increased calmness and 
self-acceptance that they believed influenced their intimate relationships. Yet, many 
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graduates viewed the relational effects of MBSR training as being insubstantial compared 
to the larger context and history of their intimate partner relationships. For example, 
some graduates described poignant transformations and insights during their MBSR 
course with major relational implications, but said that the training did not create any 
relational change because of long-term, pre-existing issues in their relationships. They 
evaluated the meaning of their MBSR training for their relationship based on whether 
these long-standing relationship problems were resolved. Some noted that relationship 
change could only come from a change in these major issues, such as: an absence of 
medical problems; increased financial security; or a reduction of personality differences 
with their partners.  
With its emphasis on acceptance and shifting the relationship to difficulties, 
mindfulness may offer a different paradigm of relationship change. Gehart (2012) 
described how different change may look through the lens of mindfulness and 
acceptance:  
With the practice of acceptance, the external situation often does not immediately 
change, but a person’s resourcefulness and ability to appropriately and skillfully 
respond increases dramatically, enabling them to either resolve or live with the 
issues in one way or another. (p. 76) 
 
Gehart’s (2012) quote may capture how the long-standing, external issues may 
not change, but the graduates’ responses to these issues may shift. This theme of 
acceptance also informs the integrative behavioral model of couple therapy that has an 
empirical basis of positive outcomes (Christensen, Atkins, et al., 2004) The graduates’ 
significant intrapersonal shifts seemed to influence their relationships at times, but these 
experiences were new and uncertain. They were not quite sure how to sustain these new 
experiences and also wondered what their partners thought. During their interviews, I felt 
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as if they were developing trust in a different way of relating to their lives. Applying 
mindfulness to their intimate relationships felt challenging and sometimes risky for the 
graduates. The lack of a shared experience with their intimate partners appeared to inhibit 
their ability to further experiment and integrate mindfulness into their relationships. 
Perhaps a shared experience in couple therapy in which they actively practiced accepting 
their intimate partners may foster increased integration of their MBSR training.  
Most intimate partners understood the depth of meaning that the graduates 
experienced in the MBSR training. They appreciated that the graduates were taking time 
for self-care and could identify how the graduates’ MBSR participation resulted in 
positive benefits. Intimate partners Eli from Couple 10 and Lydia from Couple 11 
described subtle, incremental change in the graduates that “doesn’t happen overnight.” 
The intimate partners could clearly see the association between the mindfulness practice 
and the positive benefits in the graduates. They also encouraged the graduates to continue 
practicing mindfulness. Most graduates had such a meaningful experience during the 
MBSR training that they wanted to somehow share it with their intimate partners. For 
example, all of the graduates wanted their intimate partners to practice mindfulness. This 
dynamic sometimes led to a negotiation of meaning between graduates and intimate 
partners about how mindfulness would be integrated into their relationships. Although the 
intimate partners were supportive of the graduates’ continued mindfulness practice, most 
intimate partners viewed mindfulness training as the graduates’ individual pursuit and did 
not want to be coerced into practicing it themselves.  
Overall, the intimate partners did appear to be astute observers of whether 
mindfulness states in the graduate were integrated as enduring traits. The meaning of the 
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graduates’ MBSR training for the intimate partners was far more tempered compared to 
the graduates’ perceptions. When asked about how the graduates’ mindfulness training 
affected their relationships, most intimate partners did not attribute any change to their 
relationships. Referencing the larger context of their relationships, many intimate partners 
did not feel that the graduates’ mindfulness training made a major difference in their 
relationships. A smaller sub-group of intimate partners did report relationship change, 
and this attribution of change seemed to be based on the scale of the graduates’ change on 
specific issues of importance for the intimate partners. For example, Anne of Couple 8 
stated that Alex returning to work during his MBSR training significantly benefitted their 
relationship, and Samantha from Couple 7 reported that Jim’s improved empathy and 
listening skills increased her relationship satisfaction. Yet, intimate partners Sophia of 
Couple 9 and Leah of Couple 6 witnessed their spouses making improvements in 
important areas, but the scale of the graduates’ change was not substantial enough for 
them to make the attribution of relational change. When graduates made changes that the 
intimate partners evaluated as substantial and critical, the intimate partners made the 
attribution of relationship change as a result of the graduates’ mindfulness training.   
The couple’s perceptions of the impact of mindfulness training were not always 
congruent. This lack of correlation between members of couples echoes the findings of 
the Barnes et al. (2007) trait mindfulness study. These researchers found that participant’s 
self-reported levels of trait mindfulness were correlated with their own perceptions of a 
conflict discussion, but did not have any significant effect on their partners’ perceptions 
of the same conflict discussion. In most couples in this study, the internal shift that the 
graduates described did not significantly influence the intimate partners’ perceptions of 
321 
their relationships. The graduates were having an experience of their relationships that 
looked different from the intimate partners’ perspective of the same relationships. 
Theoretical considerations of the meaning of MBSR for couples. The theory of 
phenomenology discussed in Chapter 2 emphasized that meaning is always shifting and 
based on each person’s location in context (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962). The intimate 
partners had a different location to perceive the MBSR training compared to the 
graduates, and thus had different interpretations of meaning. The multiple perspectives of 
the graduates and the intimate partners did indeed yield multiple realities. The meaning of 
MBSR was not inherent to the MBSR course itself, but was contextual. The couple case 
studies described how their relationship history, specific stressors, and relationship 
dynamics influenced how each member of the couple made meaning of the graduates’ 
MBSR training.  
The interview process, especially the couple interview, seemed to act as an 
unintentional intervention for the study participants, providing a milieu for them to reflect 
on their experiences of being in relationship with each other. Meaning is generated 
through reflection, and the interview provided a novel opportunity for the couples to 
reflect together on the meaning of the graduates’ MBSR training. This development 
illustrated the phenomenological concept of verstehen—making meaning of ordinary 
experiences through increased understanding. In many ways, the relationship was like a 
third entity that was initially difficult for the participants to describe. As the participants 
talked about their relationships during the interviews, they began to see how much they 
affected each other. The shared experience cultivated during the interview process 
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sparked inspirations about how the powerful context of intimate partner relationships 
could be activated to increase the depth and breadth of change from mindfulness training.  
Contributions to CFT Research 
This phenomenological dissertation study filled a major research gap by eliciting 
detailed, first-person descriptions about how mindfulness training affected intimate 
partner relationships in the most common clinical scenario—when one member of a 
couple learns to meditate. Additionally, this study included multiple perspectives of both 
the mindfulness graduates and their intimate partners to expand our understanding of the 
relational effects of individual mindfulness training. It was also the first study to obtain a 
second-person perspective of individual MBSR training from intimate partners. 
The findings provided an experiential map of how mindfulness training affects intimate 
partner relationships. Prior correlational studies did not incorporate a mindfulness 
training component, and the existing experimental studies predominantly focused on 
individual outcomes instead of relationship processes. According to findings from this 
study, increased awareness of emotional reactivity and improved emotional regulation are 
more than individual outcomes from mindfulness training and might be core pathways to 
relationship growth. The intensity and reactivity of intimate partner relationships can 
offer both opportunities as well as obstacles for MBSR participants to integrate 
mindfulness into their daily lives. Cultivating the ability to pause during reactive 
exchanges and increasing receptivity to one’s partner may be key developmental skills 
for relationship satisfaction. Identifying the relational pathways of mindfulness as well as 
their obstacles provides a conceptual foundation for applying mindfulness training toward 
improved relationship outcomes.  
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This study also broadened the scope of mindfulness research. The intimate 
partners revealed that behavioral shifts in the graduates were emerging, but were limited 
in scale. Their descriptions showed that the individual outcomes of mindfulness do not 
automatically transfer to relationship outcomes. Unless the mindfulness training is 
actively shared with intimate partners through reflection or joint participation, the 
relational effect of mindfulness training can be muted. The support of the intimate 
partners also critically influenced the MBSR participants’ development. 
This study also included both distressed and non-distressed couples and suggested 
that the relational context of the participant might be more influential than the MBSR 
intervention itself. Relational distress may interfere with the ability to pause, to take the 
intimate partner’s perspective, and to develop behavioral flexibility in the relationship. 
Understanding the larger context of MBSR participants may lead to skillful adaptations 
and the increased effectiveness of mindfulness interventions. 
Clinical Implications 
In family therapy, we broaden the treatment system beyond the individual 
perspective to leverage the powerful context of couples, families, and culture for eliciting 
change. The observations of the intimate partners in this study emphasized that the 
intimate partner relationship context is influential during individual mindfulness training. 
Even if a couple is not taking the mindfulness training together, the participation of 
intimate partners in the mindfulness training process can be an enormous opportunity to 
instigate and integrate change. In an individual mindfulness intervention, mindfulness 
teachers and researchers can recognize that the individual participants are living in a 
particular context that influences their mindfulness practice, and in turn, that their 
mindfulness practice also influences. The emphasis on interconnectedness in systems 
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theory (Becvar & Becvar, 1999) is shared by the Buddhist theoretical orientation that 
underlies mindfulness interventions (Olendzki, 2005). Inspired by this congruence, this 
question emerged during the data collection process and has guided my reflections: How 
do we become more aware of the context of mindfulness participants and leverage the 
influence of their context to help support their growth? 
Since the most common clinical scenario is that one member of a couple decides 
to learn to meditate, developing strategies to add a relational focus to existing individual 
mindfulness interventions is a natural starting place. The motivation to learn and practice 
meditation is deeply personal and organic, often fueled by difficulties or a search for 
more meaning. Therefore, expanding the focus of individual mindfulness interventions to 
emphasize the relational possibilities of mindfulness training may target individuals who 
are ripe and open to change. 
One possible clinical intervention to leverage the influence of the participants’ 
context is to send home an orientation letter to the family. Two intimate partners (Ethan 
of Couple 2 and Leah of Couple 6) wished that someone had “explained what the rules 
were” for the MBSR training, and Ava, the mindfulness graduate from Couple 1, 
suggested a “family orientation session.” Samantha from Couple 7 also wrote in her 
member check, “I can’t stress how important it is to both notice and mention a positive 
change in your partner.” An orientation letter could be given to MBSR participants to 
take home and share with any family members or friends that the participants choose to 
support them. The letter would provide an overview of the MBSR program and its 
requested commitment to daily practice at home. A bulleted list of ways that family 
members and friends can support the MBSR participant could be provided. For example, 
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one suggestion to family members could be: “Encourage your loved ones to practice at 
home every day. Talking about the best times and places to practice at home might be 
very helpful.” A suggested template of a family orientation letter can be viewed in 
Appendix K. When feasible, an alternate idea is to invite family members to the 
orientation session or to incorporate a family night during the MBSR program. These 
ideas might help MBSR participants cultivate a shared experience with their loved ones 
and facilitate increased integration of the mindfulness practice into their lives. 
To understand the power of context, we can refer to the couple case studies to 
illustrate the complex environment in which individual MBSR participants are 
embedded. Throughout the interviews, the mindfulness graduates described facing the 
following contextual issues during their MBSR training: relationship conflict, mental 
illness, partner depression, work stress, job loss, unemployment, financial stress, family 
illness, loss, grief, family relationship cutoffs, stage of life issues, infertility, sexual 
dysfunction, chronic pain, medical issues, disability, relocation, parenting stress, and 
intimate partner violence. This humbling list reinforces that individual participants cannot 
be understood in isolation from the contexts in which they live. Since people come to 
mindfulness training with such a wide range of stressors, acknowledging the participants’ 
context may help them to better integrate what they are learning in the MBSR program. 
For example, MBSR teachers can consistently ask about what participants are currently 
facing in their lives, what the real life obstacles are to applying the mindfulness practice 
in daily life, and what specific ways the mindfulness practice is mixing with their lives. 
When teaching, it could be helpful to maintain a systemic focus that the purpose of the 
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participants’ individual practice is to extend outward into the broader context of their 
lives. 
Many of the mindfulness graduates in this study referenced the value of brief, 
informal mindfulness practices such as “20 Breaths” and “Pause, Relax, and Open” that 
encouraged them to pause during social interactions. These informal mindfulness 
practices were reminders for participants to integrate mindfulness into their intimate 
partner relationships at emotionally charged moments and to try something new and 
different than their usual reactions. Some MBSR teachers emphasized these informal 
practices more than others. Providing these informal mindfulness practices at each 
weekly MBSR class and emphasizing the potential of integrating their mindfulness 
practice “off the cushion” and into their daily lives may be pivotal for broadening the 
individual effects outward to benefit relationships. The mindfulness graduates in this 
study genuinely tried to practice mindfulness in their relationships, but their efforts were 
sometimes awkward, hesitant, or secret. More explicit, consistent support from MBSR 
teachers to integrate mindfulness into participant relationships may provide more support 
and increase the effectiveness of their efforts to bring mindfulness out into their 
relationships. 
Another potential opportunity for integrating mindfulness into relationships is 
acceptance—one of the core attitudinal foundations of mindfulness (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). 
The relational acceptance subtheme described how mindfulness graduates were 
experiencing increased acceptance toward themselves and sometimes extending this 
acceptance to their partners. Yet, when asked directly about acceptance of their partners, 
several mindfulness graduates described acceptance in their intimate partner relationships 
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as an ideal—a faraway, unattainable outcome. MBSR teachers could clarify how 
acceptance can be practiced in relationships by emphasizing that acceptance is a 
particular attitude toward experience. Practicing acceptance in relationships is more about 
process than outcome. For example, Shapiro et al.’s (2006) definition of mindfulness 
emphasized the importance of intention. As a way to teach acceptance as an attitude and a 
process instead of an ideal outcome, mindfulness participants could be encouraged to set 
daily intentions to practice acceptance within their relationships, and segments of MBSR 
class time could be dedicated to revisiting these intentions and discussing their 
experiences. Keeping track of one’s intentions to practice mindfulness may be an 
important variable to maximize relational impact (Mingyur, 2010). Unless relationships 
are actively reflected upon, the effect of mindfulness into intimate partner relationships 
can be muted. These strategies to incorporate an expanded relational focus into individual 
mindfulness training create more explicit opportunities for mindfulness participants to: a) 
reflect on their relationships, b) directly practice mindfulness applications to their 
relationships, and c) actively share their experiences with their partners.  
Creating mindfulness-based interventions for couples may offer clinical potential 
because of the power of the shared couple experience. For example, both members of 
Couple 7 expressed how their shared MBSR experience led to relationship improvement. 
Also, the intimate partners with previous mindfulness experience from couples 1, 9, and 
11 emphasized the value of developing a common language with the MBSR graduates. 
Yet, the negotiating meaning intimate partner subtheme summarized how many intimate 
partners could see the benefits of MBSR in their partners, but they were not interested in 
taking the MBSR course themselves. Adapting MBSR for couples faces this challenge of 
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differing levels of motivation for beginning mindfulness practice. One member of a 
couple pushing the other member to practice mindfulness would be contraindicated 
because of the genuine, personal motivation required to commit to lengthy daily 
mindfulness practice. The push-pull dynamic of conflicted couples may make an MBSR 
adaptation for distressed couples unfeasible. Although Carson et al.’s (2004) 
mindfulness-based relational enhancement intervention for non-distressed couples 
yielded statistically significant positive outcomes, the availability of mindfulness-based 
couple interventions continues to be limited because of the unique challenge of having 
both members of a couple motivated to participate. 
Developing a variety of mindfulness-enhanced couple interventions may harness 
the potential relational benefits of shared mindfulness practice. Mindfulness-enhanced 
couple interventions would differ from mindfulness-based couple interventions by 
decreasing the rigorous mindfulness practice requirements of MBSR and integrating 
mindfulness practice into existing couple interventions. These mindfulness-enhanced 
couple interventions could be offered as part of couple therapy or at key stages of the 
relationship such as: marriage preparation; childbirth; parenting at various stages of 
children’s development; and partner or child illness. Beginning couple therapy or facing 
major family developmental transitions may provide the necessary motivation to engage 
both members of the couple. Mindfulness-enhanced interventions may sacrifice the depth 
of MBSR training, but expand the reach of mindfulness interventions for couples. 
Drawing an example of a mindfulness-enhanced intervention from the mindful 
parenting research, Coatsworth et al. (2010) augmented an existing 7-week group 
parenting intervention with mindfulness practice. Brief experiential mindfulness 
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exercises were offered each week to teach direct applications of mindful parenting skills 
such as “nonjudgmental acceptance of self and child” (p. 205). Parents were encouraged 
to practice these brief mindfulness exercises at home and given support materials such as 
a refrigerator magnet with the phrase “Stop, be calm, be present.” Mindfulness practice 
was a core aspect of this parenting intervention, but the level of mindfulness practice was 
significantly reduced compared to the MBSR training in order to increase feasibility. This 
type of mindfulness-enhanced model that integrates smaller doses of mindfulness into 
existing interventions could be applied to couples. Mindfulness-enhanced couple 
interventions could prioritize conjoint participation and emphasize relational outcomes 
instead of just individual outcomes. 
Several couple therapists are adding mindfulness practices as a component to 
enhance existing couple interventions (Beckerman & Sarracco, 2011; Gale, 2009; 
Johnston, 2012). Most of these mindfulness-enhanced couple interventions are not yet 
well developed or researched and depend upon the level of the couple therapists’ personal 
mindfulness training. Recently, however, Gehart (2012) offered a multitude of creative 
ways that therapists can integrate mindfulness into clinical practice with couples and 
families. Developing clinical training that incorporates mindfulness practice (Gehart, 
2012; McCollum & Gehart, 2010) may be an effective avenue to developing more 
mindfulness-enhanced couple interventions.  
Mindfulness training such as MBSR may also be an effective complement to 
couple therapy. If both members of the couple are motivated, taking the MBSR class 
together may catalyze the change processes originated in couple therapy—as evidenced 
by Couple 7. Additionally, couples in the study with a solid foundation of couple therapy 
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(Couples 3, 11, and 12) appeared to benefit even when only one member of the couple 
participated in a mindfulness training. Perhaps past couple therapy may create a higher 
probability that the mindfulness participant will share and process her personal 
experience with her/his intimate partner. Individual or conjoint mindfulness training may 
offer a different pathway for couples in current or past couple therapy to further grow 
their relationships. 
Study Limitations 
This qualitative study captured the participants’ perceptions at one time point, an 
average of 1.5 months after the mindfulness graduates completed the MBSR program. 
Therefore, traditional quantitative comparisons of relationship satisfaction pre- and post-
MBSR were not possible. Qualitative research designs (Daly, 2007) come from a 
different paradigm than quantitative research and typically emphasize understanding over 
explanation. Yet, a mixed methods study that includes pre- and post-MBSR relationship 
satisfaction measures for the MBSR participants and their intimate partners could expand 
the study’s findings. For example, we could examine whether relationship satisfaction 
increases in both members of the couple after individual mindfulness training. 
Although a purposeful and criterion-based sampling strategy was used in this 
dissertation study, the participants still self-selected to be interviewed for the study. There 
may have been a sampling bias in which only intimate partners who were more positive 
about mindfulness training participated in the study. As Samantha of Couple 7 noted in 
her member check, the study may be “a little rose-colored” and “overly positive” as the 
result of a sampling bias. A future study could be designed to randomly select MBSR 
participants and their intimate partners for qualitative interviews and investigate whether 
some intimate partners do have more negative experiences of their partners’ MBSR 
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training. Of note, half of the couples in this study were distressed according to the RDAS 
measure. The six distressed couples in the sample certainly did not agree on key areas of 
their relationship, but these intimate partners’ perceptions of MBSR training were still 
positive. 
Despite my efforts to increase diversity by recruiting from multiple MBSR 
programs across the Northeast region, the study sample still lacked racial and 
socioeconomic diversity. Over 95 percent of the participants were White and had 
bachelor’s degrees. Over 62 percent of the participants also had graduate degrees. 
Referring back to the Jefferson and Penn MBSR program demographics provided in 
Table 3.1, this lack of racial and socioeconomic diversity reflects that the MBSR 
intervention is predominantly delivered to educated, White people. Adaptations to the 
traditional MBSR program seem necessary to increase access of mindfulness training. 
Fortunately, many mindfulness teachers and researchers (Hick & Furlotte, 2010; Vallejo 
& Amaro, 2009; Woods-Giscombé & Black, 2010) are currently making efforts to adapt 
mindfulness training to benefit racially and socioeconomically diverse populations.  
There was, however, gender and sexual orientation diversity in the study. Six of the 13 
mindfulness graduates in the study were men. Since 73 percent of the typical Jefferson 
and Penn MBSR program participants are women, the gender diversity of the 
mindfulness graduates in the sample was unexpected. Additionally, recruitment flyers 
specifically invited same sex couples, and two same sex couples did participate in the 
study. 
Because of its small, non-representative sample, this study’s findings cannot be 
generalized to a population level. The participants’ in-depth descriptions of their 
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experience, however, may provide important information into how mindfulness training 
affects relationships. Additionally, most participants in this study were receiving 
additional interventions such as therapy or medication during the MBSR training. These 
additional interventions interacted with the MBSR training and may confound the results. 
Finally, there are also multiple potential interpretations of qualitative data. The extensive 
bracketing process before, during, and after data collection hopefully limited this 
researcher’s bias. The intimate partners’ perspectives and the triangulation of the data 
with my dissertation chair and the existing literature also adds credibility to the findings.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
In addition to the recommendations offered in the study limitations section above, 
future research on mindfulness and relationships could focus on the potential differences 
between distressed and non-distressed couples. For example, how might the level of 
baseline relationship distress prior to a mindfulness intervention affect both individual 
and relational outcomes? Designing a mindfulness training intervention for distressed 
couples could investigate the feasibility and effectiveness of a shared experience of 
intensive mindfulness training for treating relational distress. If one partner is 
significantly more motivated to practice mindfulness than the other partner, how might 
this difference in motivation affect individual and relational outcomes? 
Adding a second-person perspective to future studies may provide valuable and 
less biased feedback about the individual and relational effects of mindfulness training. 
For example, additional research could focus more deeply on one of the potential 
relational pathways of mindfulness such as empathy or emotion regulation and obtain 
multiple perspectives on potential changes. Eliciting the perspectives of family members, 
friends, and coworkers of mindfulness participants may add complexity to research 
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designs, but the second-person perspective offers a critical, expanded view to validate the 
effectiveness of mindfulness training. Long-term follow-up after mindfulness training 
could also include second-person perspectives to determine how outcomes are maintained 
and whether mindfulness practice is integrated into daily life.   
Observation data of mindfulness practitioners communicating with their intimate 
partners may also identify the specific facets of mindful and non-mindful interactions 
(Greenberg, 2012). Could independent observers notice differences in couple interactions 
based on meditation experience? Another question relates to the dosage level of 
mindfulness: how much mindfulness practice is actually necessary to benefit 
relationships? 
Future mindfulness quantitative studies could also add a qualitative dimension as 
a complement to their research designs. Qualitative research provides descriptive data 
that could expand the findings of quantitative outcome studies and reduce their emphasis 
on limited, trait mindfulness measures. Because of the potential rich descriptions offered 
by participants, qualitative research can provide intricate details and a broader context on 
the process of change and its obstacles. Mixed methods studies might tell a more detailed 
story about how and why mindfulness training works. 
Finally, most participants in this study were receiving additional interventions 
such as therapy or medication. Unlike the predominance of carefully controlled efficacy 
studies, effectiveness studies that do not exclude multiple interventions may clarify how 
mindfulness training interacts with other important interventions. Since many participants 
come to mindfulness training during a crisis, effectiveness studies may provide a more 
accurate depiction of typical clinical scenarios and outcomes. 
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Self of the Researcher Reflections 
Throughout this research process, I learned how deeply biased I am about the 
effects of mindfulness training because of my own positive experiences. The bracketing 
process acted as a compass throughout data collection and analysis. I consistently 
reflected on my hopes and expectations for the study, facing disappointment when I felt 
the study participants were not describing large-scale, second-order change to their 
relationships as a result of mindfulness training. Clearly seeing my own beliefs and 
biases, I began to let go of my own expectations and just listen to the real stories that 
participants were sharing. I discovered that the reality of the participants’ lives were far 
more interesting and complex than any of my own theories or preconceptions. The 
participants taught me how to just relax and listen. The whole research process, in fact, 
was a teaching about letting go and attending to what is happening rather than struggling 
to impose my own beliefs. 
The specific stories of each couple are what I kept returning to for guidance. From 
my narrative therapy training, I remembered that the vast majority of our lives go 
unstoried. To me, this unstoried quality means that we rarely have the opportunity to 
intentionally reflect on our experiences. The interviews provided a powerful opportunity 
for me to listen to the breadth and depth of twelve different intimate partner relationships. 
I was humbled by their personal stories about how they met, how their relationships 
evolved, and the adversity they have faced. The two guiding theories of the study, 
phenomenology and systems theory, actually came to life in a very direct way. I 
witnessed the precious and multi-layered quality of direct experience emphasized by 
phenomenology and how our perspectives shift based on our location. The interviews 
also reinforced the reality of interconnection in systems theory. I experienced how 
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infinitely complex and intertwined our relationships are and how we consistently affect 
each other in subtle ways. Because the participants’ intimate partner relationships offered 
such a rich context for investigation, my commitment to the view and practice of family 
therapy significantly deepened.  
Conclusion 
This study provided rich descriptions from recent MBSR graduates and their 
intimate partners about their relationship experiences during the graduates’ MBSR 
training. Mindfulness graduates shared the following map of how mindfulness training 
affected their intimate partner relationships: 1) awareness of emotional reactivity; 2) 
creating space and time; 3) making different choices; and 4) humility and moments of 
connection. This study reinforced that awareness and emotional regulation are major 
outcomes of mindfulness training, but expanded their applications into relational 
processes. The graduates also expressed their humility about the challenges of integrating 
mindfulness into their relationships because of the intensity and automaticity of couple 
relational dynamics. Intimate partners assessed that the MBSR training was a positive 
experience and also observed improved emotional balance in the graduates. Yet, most 
intimate partners’ described that the graduates’ mindfulness skills were in the beginning 
stages of development. The intimate partners perceived that the scale of the graduates’ 
change from the MBSR training was small, which tempered their perspective of its 
relational effects. Both graduates and intimate partners shared how developing 
mindfulness in intimate partner relationships was a challenging, long-term endeavor 
because of the powerful, broader context of their relationships. While individual 
mindfulness training provided meaningful experiences to the graduates and positive 
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experiences for the intimate partners, cultivating a shared experience for couples may 
increase the potential of mindfulness for relationships.  
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APPENDIX E: TELEPHONE SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 
1. Where did you complete the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program?  
   
__________________________________ 
 
2. When did you complete the MBSR program? ____________________  
 
3. Please describe your previous experience with mindfulness practice prior to taking 
the MBSR program? 
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How long have been in a relationship with your intimate partner?  
 
___________________ 
 
5. Is your intimate partner also interested in being interviewed? 
 
a. Yes 
 
b. No 
 
6. Are you and your partner both open to the interview being audio-taped and 
videotaped?  
 
a. Yes 
 
b. No 
 
7. When and where would you and your partner like to be interviewed?  
 
_______________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX F: INFORMED CONSENT 
 
 
 
 
Drexel University 
Consent to Take Part in a Research Study 
  
1.  PARTICIPANT’S NAME: _______________________________________ 
2. TITLE OF RESEARCH: The Relational Effects of Mindfulness Training: A  
Phenomenological Study 
  
3. INVESTIGATOR’S NAME: Kimberly Flemke, Ph.D. and Robert Gillespie, 
M.A. 
4. RESEARCH ENTITY: Drexel University  
5. CONSENTING FOR THE RESEARCH STUDY: 
This is a long and important document. If you sign it, you will be authorizing 
Drexel University and its researchers to perform research studies on you. You 
should take your time and carefully read it. You can also take a copy of this 
consent form to discuss it with your family member, attorney or anyone else you 
would like before you sign it. Do not sign it unless you are comfortable in 
participating in this study.  
6. PURPOSE OF RESEARCH: 
You and your partner are being asked to participate in a research study. The 
purpose of this study is to learn about your experience of being a couple after 
either you or your partner completed an 8-week mindfulness-based stress 
reduction (MBSR) program. 
We are planning to include approximately 10 to 15 intimate partner couples for 
this study. All couples are being recruited from the Penn Program for 
Mindfulness, the Jefferson Mindfulness Institute, and other regional MBSR 
groups. There are some specific experiences you and your partner must have in 
order to participate in this study. One of you must have completed an 8-week 
MBSR program within the past 6 months. Also, the partner who participated in 
the MBSR program should have had little experience with mindfulness before 
taking the class. We are trying to study couples who have been together for 
awhile, which means you and your partner must have been together for at least 24 
360 
months (2 years) before one of you took the MBSR class. In addition, you and 
your partner must be at least 18 years of age. Both heterosexual and same-sex 
couples are invited to participate in this study.  
To prevent creating an uncomfortable or awkward situation, participants in Dr. 
Diane Reibel’s Winter 2011 (February to March 2011) MBSR class co-taught by 
the co-investigator will not be able to participate in this study. This will prevent 
the possibility that you would be interviewed about your MBSR experience by the 
teacher who taught the class. 
You and your partner are being asked to participate in a face-to-face interview 
lasting about 2 to 2.5 hours. After all the interviews are completed, you and your 
partner will also be invited to attend an optional focus group. At this group, the 
co-investigator will present the study’s findings to you and give you a chance to 
provide feedback on the findings.  
You and your partner’s participation in this study are voluntary. Either of you can 
withdraw your consent and discontinue participation in the study at any time 
without any negative consequences.  
The co-investigator of this study, Robert Gillespie, is conducting this research 
project as a partial fulfillment to obtain a doctoral degree in couple and family 
therapy.  
7. PROCEDURES AND DURATION: 
You understand that the following things will be done to you.  
1. Together, you and your partner will complete a questionnaire that asks for 
background information concerning each of you. For example, the 
questionnaire asks about you and your partner’s age, gender, employment, 
relationship length, marital status, number of children, education, current family 
income, and religion. This questionnaire can be completed before or at the time 
you and your partner participate in the interview. This questionnaire will not be 
collected unless you and your partner have signed this consent form. 
2. At the interview, you and your partner will also individually complete a short 
questionnaire commonly used in research that asks about how happy you are 
in your relationship. Your partner will not see your answers and you will not 
see your partner’s answers. 
3. You and your partner will then participate in an interview process lasting about 
2 to 2.5 hours in total. The interview will be organized in the following way: (a) 
you and your partner will briefly meet together with the interviewer, who will 
then describe the structure of the interview process; (b) then the MBSR 
graduate will be interviewed by her/himself; (c) next, the MBSR graduate’s 
intimate partner will be interviewed by her/himself; and (d) in closing, the you 
and your partner will briefly meet together again with the interviewer for final 
reflections. The interview questions will ask you about what it was like in your 
relationship before, during, and after the graduate’s participation in the MBSR 
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program. The interviews will be held at either your home or another location of 
your choice that will offer privacy and a lack of interruptions. The interview 
will be conducted only after both you and your partner have signed this consent 
form. 
4. Each interview will be audiotaped, coded with a pseudo-name (not your real 
name), and transcribed to reflect the exact words you used during the interview. 
In addition, the last section of the interview featuring both you and your partner 
will also be videotaped. When more than one person is being interviewed at the 
same time, videotaping is a helpful, back-up strategy to make sure that the 
researchers know exactly who said what, as it is not uncommon for couples to 
sometimes talk over each other when responding to questions. The videotape 
will only be viewed by the two research investigators and never shown to 
anyone else. You and your partner’s identity will be protected and all 
information will be confidential. The recorded and written material will be kept 
in a locked area at Drexel University. Only the researchers will have access to 
your confidential information.  
If an article is published in the future reporting the findings of this study, 
absolutely no information would be included that could lead to a reader 
identifying who you are. In professional research articles, sometimes direct 
quotes from interviews are included to help the reader better understand the 
findings. If a quote from your interview is published, it would be attributed to a 
pseudo-name given to you (not your real name) and no clearly identifying 
information would be included in the quote that could potentially reveal who 
you are. 
5. Through a follow-up email and/or telephone call, you and your partner will be 
invited to participate in an optional focus group that will take place 
approximately 2 to 3 months after you complete your interview. At this focus 
group, the co-investigator will present the study’s findings to you and other 
study participants and give you a chance to provide feedback about the 
findings. No identifying information about you and your partner will be 
presented. The focus group will last approximately 90 minutes and will be 
held at Drexel University. Food and beverages will be provided. 
6. You and your partner’s participation in this study are completely voluntary. 
Either of you can withdraw your consent and stop participating in the study 
at any time without any negative consequences. 
 8. RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS/CONSTRAINTS: 
The research is not expected to cause any harm or discomfort. While it is very 
unlikely, you may experience some discomfort discussing your experience in the 
interviews. For example, you and your partners may disagree with each other 
about your experiences.  
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If conflict occurs, you, your partner, or the co-investigator can stop the interview. 
You can also refuse to address a specific topic or answer a specific question. 
Should further assistance be needed, you will be referred to the Council for 
Relationships in Philadelphia, PA—who provide individual and couple therapy 
services on a sliding-scale basis. 
To protect your privacy, you will be the person to decide exactly what—if 
anything—you would like to share with your partner about your individual 
interview. The interviewer will not introduce any private information about you to 
your partner during the couple interview. To avoid any sensitive topics in the 
couple interview, the interviewer will also ask you at the end of your individual 
interview if there is anything specific that you do not want shared with your 
partner.  
Additionally, you and/or your partner can withdraw from this study at any time 
without any negative repercussions.  
9. UNFORESEEN RISKS 
Participation in the study may involve unforeseen risks. If unforeseen risks occur, 
they will be reported to the Drexel University Office of Regulatory Research 
Compliance. 
10. BENEFITS: 
There may be no direct benefits to you from participating in this study. Potential 
benefits may include the opportunity to share your personal experience to an 
attentive listener as well as learning new things about yourself, your partner, or 
your relationship. Further, you may benefit from knowing that you have contributed 
to the mental health field’s understanding of how mindfulness training affects 
couples, which could help other couples in the future.  
11. ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES/TREATMENT: 
 You have the opportunity to stop participation in the interview at any time. The
 alternative is not to participate in this study.  
12. REASONS FOR REMOVAL FROM STUDY:  
 You may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following 
reasons: 
a) Change in physical condition, illness, or unforeseen circumstances; 
 
b) If all or part of the study is discontinued for any reasons by the 
investigators, university authorities, or government agencies; or 
 
c) If you fail to adhere to requirements for participation established 
by the investigators.   
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13. VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: 
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you can refuse to be in the study or 
stop at any time. There will be no negative consequences if you decide not to 
participate or to stop.  
14. RESPONSIBILITY FOR COST: 
There is no cost to you as a result of participating in this study. All costs related to 
this study will be incurred by the investigators. However, any individual or couple 
therapy that you decide to pursue following the interview would be at your own 
cost. The specific location for the interview has been chosen by you and your 
partner for your convenience. Therefore, no transportation costs will be paid for 
by the investigators. 
 15. STIPEND/REIMBURSEMENT 
Both you and your partner will each receive a $25.00 gift certificate to Target 
Stores ($50.00 total per couple) upon completion of the basic background 
questionnaire, the short questionnaire about your relationship satisfaction, and the 
approximately 2 to 2.5-hour interview process. A smaller amount of the $25 gift 
certificate will not be given to you if you only complete part of the interview. 
 16. IN CASE OF INJURY: 
If you have any questions or believe you have been injured in any way by being in 
this research study, you should contact the principal investigator, Dr. Kimberly 
Flemke, at 215-762-3995. However, neither the investigators nor Drexel 
University will make payment for injury, illness, or other loss resulting from your 
being in this research project. If you are injured by this research activity, medical 
care including hospitalization is available, but may result in costs to you or your 
insurance company because the University does not agree to pay for such costs. If 
you are injured or have an adverse reaction, you should also contact The Office of 
Regulatory Research at 215-255-7857. 
17. CONFIDENTIALITY AND PRIVACY: 
In any publication or presentation of research results, your identity will be kept 
confidential, but there is a possibility that records which identify you may be 
inspected by authorized individuals such as representatives of the couple and 
family therapy department administration, the institutional review board (IRB), or 
employees conducting peer review activities. You consent to such inspections and 
to the copying of excerpts of your records, if required by any of these 
representatives. 
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18. OTHER CONSIDERATIONS: 
If you wish further information regarding your rights as a research participant or 
if you have problems with a research-related injury, for medical problems please 
contact the Institution’s Office of Research Compliance by telephoning 215-762-
3453. 
19.  CONSENT/PERMISSION: 
• I have been informed of the reasons for this study. 
• I have had the study explained to me. 
• I have had all of my questions answered. 
• I have carefully read this consent form, have initialed each page, and have 
received a signed copy. 
• I give consent voluntarily 
 
 
_____________________________________  ___________________ 
Participant or Legally Authorized Representative  Date 
 
 
_____________________________________  ____________________ 
Investigator or Individual Obtaining this Consent  Date 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Consent 
Name   Title    Day Phone#  24 Hr Phone # 
Kimberly Flemke Principal Investigator  215-762-3995  215-762-3995   
Robert Gillespie  Co-Investigator  413-268-7853  413-268-7853 
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APPENDIX G: DEMOGRAPHIC FORM 
 
 
 
Participant Code:_______ 
Date: _______ 
1. Where did you take the MBSR program? 
______________________________________ 
 
2. When did you take the MBSR program? ____________________________ 
 
3. What was the name of your teacher for the MBSR program? 
_______________________ 
 
4. What was the gender of your MBSR teacher? ______________________ 
 
5. Who referred you to the MBSR program?________________________ 
 
6. Why did you participate in the MBSR program? 
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
7. How long have been in a relationship with your intimate partner? 
___________________ 
 
8. Do you and your intimate partner live together? If so, for how long?  
  
 ____________________________________________________ 
 
9. Are you and your intimate partner married? If so, for how long? 
  
 ________________________________________________ 
 
10. How old are you? ____________________ 
 
11. How old is your partner? _______________ 
 
12. What is your gender? ___________________________  
 
13. What gender is your intimate partner? ________________________________ 
 
14. What is your sexual orientation? ____________________ 
 
15. What is your partner’s sexual orientation? _______________________________ 
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16. What race and/or ethnicity do you identify yourself 
as?___________________________ 
 
17. What race and/or ethnicity does your partner identify as? 
_________________________ 
 
18. What is your annual household income? (please circle one response) 
a. Less than $20,000 
b. $20,000-$39,999 
c. $40,000-$59,999 
d. $60,000-$79,999 
e. $80,000-$99,999 
f. $100,000 or more 
 
19. Do you and/or your partner have any children? If so, how many? ___________ 
 
20. Do the children live with you?_______________ 
 
21. How many dependents are in your household? ____________________ 
 
22. What is your highest completed education level? (circle one response) 
a. Eighth grade 
b. High School or GED 
c. Vocational or technical school degree 
d. Associate’s degree 
e. Bachelor’s degree 
f. Graduate degree 
g. Other: ________________________ 
 
23. What is your partner’s highest completed education level? (circle one response) 
a. Eighth grade 
b. High School or GED 
c. Vocational or technical school degree 
d. Associate’s degree 
e. Bachelor’s degree 
f. Graduate degree 
g. Other: ________________________ 
 
24. What is your occupation? ____________________ 
 
25. What is your partner’s occupation? ________________________________ 
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26. Do you practice a specific religion? If so, what kind of religious practice?  
 
 _________________________ 
 
27. Does your partner practice a specific religion? If so, what kind of religious 
practice?  
 
__________________________ 
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APPENDIX H: REVISED DYADIC ADJUSTMENT SCALE (RDAS) 
 
The RDAS 
  
Most persons have disagreements in their relationships. Please indicate below the 
approximate extent of agreement or disagreement between you and your partner for each 
item on the following list by placing an X. 
 
 Always 
Agree 
Almost 
Always 
Agree 
Occa-
sionally
Agree 
Frequent
ly Dis-
agree 
Almost 
Always 
Disagree 
Always 
Disagree 
1.  Religious Matters ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ ______ 
 
2.  Demonstrations of 
affection 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
3.  Making major decisions  
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
4.  Sex relations 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
5.  Conventionality ( correct 
or proper behavior) 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
6.  Career options 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
_____ 
 
______ 
       
 
 
 
 All the 
time 
Most of 
the 
time 
More 
often 
than not 
Occa-
sionally 
Rarely Never 
7.  How often do you 
discuss or have you 
considered divorce, 
separation, or terminating 
your relationship? 
 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
______ 
 
8.  How often do you and 
your partner quarrel? 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
9.  Do you ever regret that 
you ever got married (or 
lived together)? 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
______ 
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10.  How often do you and 
your mate “get on each 
other’s nerves”? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All the 
time 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of 
the 
time 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More 
often 
than not 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Occa-
sionally 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rarely 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Never 
 
 
 
______ 
 
 
 
 Every Day Almost 
Every Day 
Occa-
sionally 
Rarely Never 
11.  Do you and your mate 
engage in outside interests 
together? 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
______ 
 
_____ 
 
 
 
 
How often would you say the following events occur between you and your mate? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Never 
 
 
Less 
than 
once a 
month 
 
 
Once or 
twice a 
month 
 
 
Once or 
twice a 
week 
 
 
Once a 
day 
 
 
More 
often 
 
12.  Have a stimulating 
exchange of ideas 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
13.  Work together on a 
project 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
14.  Calmly discuss 
something 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
 
 
______ 
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APPENDIX I: REVISED INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
 
 
 
MBSR Graduate Individual Interview 
• Joining and discussion of demographic form: occupation, number of children, 
where they live, and who lives with them. 
• Story of the relationship: Start with past and move forward. If this is difficult for 
participant, start present and then go back in time. 
o How did you and your partner first meet? How did your relationship 
evolve over time? 
o What is your level of satisfaction in the relationship currently? Has it 
changed over time? Where are you at in your relationship in terms of 
commitment? 
o What is a typical day/week like in your relationship? 
o How would you describe who you are in your relationship? How would 
you describe who your partner is in the relationship? How has this 
changed over time? 
o How would you describe your intimate partner relationship before taking 
the MBSR program? Your communications? How you thought of your 
partner? How you behaved around your partner? How you felt about your 
partner? 
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• MBSR experience 
o What led you to take the MBSR program? What was happening in your 
life at that time? 
o Who referred you to the MBSR program? Why? 
o What were you expecting of your MBSR experience? 
o What was your experience of the MBSR program? What happened for 
you? 
 What did you like? What would you change? 
 What did you personally find most helpful? What was 
challenging? 
 What was your experience of the group? The practices of MBSR? 
o Teacher: What was your experience of the teacher in your MBSR 
program? 
 How did you connect with the teacher based on: 
• Her/his style of teaching and teaching examples used? 
• Her/his relationship status? 
• Her/his gender? 
o Practice: How much time did you practice during the MBSR program?  
 How often have you practiced since the MBSR program? 
o Definition: How would you define mindfulness? 
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o Religion/Spirituality: How did the experience of MBSR interact with 
your religion or your spiritual path? 
o What were the light bulbs that went off, if any, during your MBSR 
experience? What did these insights mean for your life? 
o What was the effect of the MBSR experience on your life? Did you notice 
any changes? If so, what were the changes? 
• MBSR Experience and Relationships: 
o What was it like for you being in your intimate relationship while you 
were going through the MBSR class? 
o How did you talk about your mindfulness experience with your partner 
and your family? 
o As you went through the program, what effect, if any, did participating in 
the class have on your relationship? 
 How would you describe any shifts in your interaction? 
Communication? Behavior? Conflict? Reactivity? 
 How would you describe any shifts in your perception towards 
your partner or yourself in your relationship? 
 Did you notice any shifts in your acceptance, compassion, and/or 
empathy for your intimate partner? If so, how did these shifts 
influence your relationship? 
o What do you think your MBSR experience was like for your intimate 
partner? For other important people in your life? How did your MBSR 
participation affect them? 
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o If a parent with kids in the home: How did your MBSR experience affect 
your parenting? 
• Closing:  
o In summary, what did this mindfulness class mean to you and your life? 
To your relationship? 
o Is there anything that I should have asked about your MBSR experience 
that I haven’t? Have we missed anything? Is there anything else that we 
haven’t talked about? 
o Is there anything that we’ve spoken about today that you would not like 
brought up in the couple interview later? 
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Intimate Partner Interview 
• Joining: Reviewing the story of the relationship and having intimate partner 
expand upon her/his version of the relationship. 
• Do you have any experience with mindfulness or meditation? 
• Do you have any current spiritual or religious practices? If so, please describe 
them to me. 
• How would you describe your level of satisfaction and commitment in the 
relationship right now? Has it changed over time? 
• How would you describe your intimate relationship with your partner before 
taking the MBSR program? 
• What led your partner to take the MBSR program? What was happening in your 
lives at that time? What do you think were the reasons that your partner took the 
class? 
• What was it like for you when your partner was taking the MBSR program? 
o What were your expectations? 
o Can you describe anything you noticed about your partner and/or your 
relationship during that time that stands out to you?  
o What did you notice that was happening for your partner?  
o What did you like? What did you dislike? 
o What was challenging? 
• How would you describe the effects of the MBSR experience: 
o For your partner? 
o For you? How much did your partner’s participation affect you? 
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o For your relationship? 
o For other important people in your lives? 
• How would you describe any shifts in your interactions with your intimate 
partner?  
o Did you notice any shifts in the acceptance, compassion, and/or empathy 
that your intimate partner offered? If so, how did these shifts influence 
your relationship? 
o Around communication patterns? Conflict? Behavioral change? 
• I’m wondering about how you see your partner after this mindfulness class? How 
do you think your partner sees you after this class? 
• What does this mindfulness experience mean to your relationship moving 
forward? 
• Do you have any interest in taking the MBSR class as a result of your partner’s 
experience? 
• Closing:  
o In summary, what did your partner’s participation in this mindfulness 
class mean to you? To your relationship?  
o Is there anything that I should have asked about your experience that I 
haven’t? Have we missed anything? Is there anything else that we haven’t 
talked about? 
o Is there anything that we’ve spoken about today that you would not like 
brought up in the couple interview later? 
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 Couple Interview: Final Reflections 
• The researcher will briefly summarize the feedback from the individual interviews 
and also note any discrepancies and investigate any areas of remaining curiosity. 
o How do you make sense of the discrepancies between your two different 
perspectives? [if there are any discrepancies] 
• What did this experience mean for you as a couple? What does this mean for your 
relationship moving forward? 
• After you both have spoken individually about your experiences as a result of the 
MBSR training, do you have any thoughts or reflections that you would like to 
share with each other? 
• Now that you are sitting together, do you have any overall comments on how the 
MBSR training affects or does not affect your current relationship? 
o Sitting here together, what are your memories of the MBSR experience? 
• If you knew a couple and one of them was about to go take this mindfulness 
training, what would you tell them to expect from the experience? 
• Closing:  
o In summary, what did this mindfulness class mean to your relationship?  
o Is there anything that I should have asked about your experience that I 
haven’t? Have we missed anything? Is there anything else that we haven’t 
talked about? 
o Is there anything that we’ve spoken about today that you would not like 
brought up in the couple interview later? 
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APPENDIX J: MINDFULNESS GRADUATE AND INTIMATE PARTNER 
INDIVIDUAL STORIES FROM COUPLE CASE STUDIES 
 
 
 
Couple 1: Ava and Emily 
Ava’s Story  
Ava expressed genuine enthusiasm and joy about her MBSR experience and 
stated that mindfulness practice offered “a completely different orientation.” She 
described making “systemic life changes” and undergoing a “major shift” as a result of 
the mindfulness training. In the first few weeks of the MBSR class, she began to notice 
“light bulbs that went off,” which became “easily accessible to me once I opened the door 
to them through my meditation, which was really cool. [Laughs.]” This accessibility to 
insight was an empowering outcome for Ava, and she reported a growing awareness of 
her body sensations, emotions, and thoughts. This increased awareness led to more 
choices for Ava. For example, Ava noticed at work that she often had “an adrenaline 
rush” and could feel her body “in attack mode.” After becoming aware of this stress 
reaction at work, she said that she was able to “be calmer” and “listen more carefully and 
I pay attention to what people are saying and what is really going on as opposed to 
getting off on my adrenaline rush.” Her description suggested a receptive and curious 
quality of attention that led to more flexible responses. For Ava, listening more 
effectively to others was an expression of being more present with her own experience—
which can be understood as listening to herself. 
Ava practiced the formal mindfulness practices everyday during the MBSR 
program and had continued practicing regularly since completing the class. As a result, 
she still felt very much in process with her mindfulness practice even 2.5 months after the 
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class had ended. She said, “I liked practicing, I liked understanding more of my body and 
my emotions and how they all fit together.” Ava’s “incredibly effective” MBSR teachers 
and the 8-week format of the MBSR course were critical factors in her positive 
experience. She stated that her two female MBSR co-teachers created “an incredibly safe 
environment” and were “just outstanding.” Ava was looking for better balance between 
her work and life, and she said the 8-week program “was to not only give myself an 
opportunity for personal growth, but to create the space to do so.” 
Ava described many effects on her family relationships as a result of her 
mindfulness training. One recurring theme for Ava was her efforts to pause when she felt 
emotionally reactive. For example, Ava shared how her daughter typically slumped in her 
chair at dinner and dropped food all over the floor. Ava described how her MBSR 
experience influenced her response to her daughter: 
And so my primitive reaction is to strangle her, which often is expressed through 
stern remarks and scolding. But I think a more effective approach is to pause, 
take a deep breath, check in, relax and be open to a different way to deal with it. 
 
Ava’s example demonstrates a shift in relational approach by using a softened 
start up with her daughter. This change in communication style seemed to emerge from 
her awareness that her usual “primitive reaction” was ineffective. During the interview, 
Ava noted the value of the brief mindfulness practice, “Pause, Relax, and Open.” Her 
pause at the moment of reactivity shows her in vivo application of this mindfulness 
practice during interaction with her daughter. As a result of both her awareness of 
reactivity in the present moment and her commitment to pausing, Ava felt she then had a 
choice to “be open to a different way” of interacting with her daughter. Ava said that her 
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decision to pause represented a “more effective approach” than her typical reaction of 
“stern remarks and scolding.”  
As a result of her MBSR participation, Ava also described “having a deeper 
appreciation for the events of life and the profoundness that is available to me.” She 
shared a poignant, relational example of this appreciation that emerged from a “pleasant 
events” homework practice for her MBSR class. Ava said she had previously set an 
intention to notice pleasant events as they arose when this experience occurred: 
And I remember, I was driving to work and she [Ava’s daughter] was at the bus 
stop, and [Pregnant pause, emotional] what a profound sense of appreciation I 
had for both of them [her partner Emily and her daughter]. I never had that. . . 
Not to that extent. Oh, yes, I had it, but not to that depth. And that exercise helped 
me go from buzzing like the Amtrak train, just going through the miles of my life 
to a very deep appreciation; an openness to be able to appreciate. 
 
In the above example, Ava described an increased receptivity—“an openness”—
toward her experience that resulted in a “profound sense of appreciation” for her family. 
This experience of appreciation felt deeper than her usual habit of “buzzing like the 
Amtrak train, just going through the miles of my life.” In this example, bringing this level 
of intentionality to her life through mindfulness training yielded a depth and profundity to 
her perceptions of her family members.  
Despite these moments of increased appreciation for her partner, Ava spoke at 
length about her major differences with Emily. Ava realized that she would “just work 
my damn head off” at her job as “an avoidance tactic” to facing her relationship 
difficulties with Emily. When I asked Ava if the MBSR training affected her relationship 
with Emily, she said the effects were “mixed.” Ava described having “a better 
appreciation for who she is,” but this appreciation “doesn’t mean that I like the 
differences any better.” When I asked Ava to clarify this point, she stated: 
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The differences, themselves, did not change. If anything, I tried to cope with them 
better. [ ] So I was able to cope with the differences better. . . By expressing my 
needs in a way that was more effective in getting what I wanted. 
 
Ava candidly stated that the differences with Emily were still present and caused 
her dissatisfaction. Her mindfulness practice had not resolved their differences as a 
couple. Yet, Ava also described her new efforts “to cope with them better [ ] by 
expressing my needs” in a more effective manner. Ava’s language suggested an attempt 
to accept their differences and to cultivate more appreciation for Emily, instead of trying 
to change her. Through her increased awareness of her reactivity, Ava realized that her 
pattern of criticizing and arguing with Emily was not effective. She reported that the 
mindfulness training helped her to take responsibility for her contribution to their 
relationship and to express her needs in a more skillful way.  
Emily’s Story 
Emily described the 7-day MBSR professional training program that she 
completed 2 years ago as “fantastic” and “life changing.” Emily used a gentle strategy 
when referring Ava to the MBSR program and did not try to sell mindfulness practice. 
During her individual interview, Emily discussed her hopes for referring her partner Ava 
to the MBSR program. She said, “I just wanted her to be able to calm down and be less 
reactive. Because, you know, we’d fight [ ] and there would be a distance because of it.” 
Her request for Ava to take the MBSR program was inspired by its potential relational 
benefits—reduced reactivity and conflict.  
Emily’s observations of Ava’s MBSR experience were congruent with Ava’s own 
descriptions. As a result of Ava’s mindfulness training, Emily said, “there is more peace 
in general, there is more calm; that means a lot.” She noted that Ava “doesn’t get as 
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upset” and “goes with the flow more a little.” Emily also stated that they were 
communicating “better” and “we’ll go at it less.”  
Despite this improvement, Emily clarified that “we still fight” and “there is still a 
level of reactivity” from Ava. In this intense, emotional climate, Emily still felt “a sense 
of hope” from Ava’s MBSR training because she noticed “more than before” that Ava 
would “stop” and “acknowledge” her. This experience of being “acknowledged” by Ava 
helped Emily to feel more connected in their relationship. Emily said, “It’s far less than 
what I kind of want or feel I need, but it’s a step in the right direction.” Following 
arguments, Emily reported that Ava’s “away time is a little less” and she recovers faster. 
In summary, Emily stated that Ava showed small, but meaningful reductions in the 
duration, frequency, and intensity of her reactivity. Emily shared that their daughter also 
observed these benefits from Ava’s mindfulness training and said, “Oh, I’m glad momsie 
is going to her meditation.” 
Emily also noticed “a subtle feeling of more acceptance” from Ava. She described 
that Ava’s acceptance seemed to have a larger scope that still included their relationship:  
And I think I just feel more sense of acceptance from her, not of me, but just of 
life’s imperfections, I guess. You know, less angst coming from her about how 
rough life has been or how dissatisfied she is. [ ] I mean, I think I’m included in 
that. [ ] So we’re a little lighter.  
 
Emily’s observations suggested that Ava’s acceptance resulted from a global shift 
in how she related to her life and was not specifically partner-focused. This overall 
increased acceptance from Ava directly benefitted Emily and helped to reduce the stress 
in their family.  
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Couple 2: Rebecca and Ethan 
Rebecca’s story 
 Rebecca said that she was “definitely glad I took” the MBSR class because “the 
overall awareness it created in me is very helpful.” She “likened” the fresh quality of this 
awareness to “when my children were very young and they were seeing things.” She 
reported feeling “a sense of calm” during the MBSR training that was a new and 
meaningful experience for her: “It was like, ‘Wow! You can feel this way.’” She also 
described how the mindfulness practices affected her awareness of her body: “I can feel 
when my body is relaxed. And I think it’s so often not relaxed that when I stop myself, I 
can feel the difference.” 
 At the time of the interview, Rebecca had not formally practiced mindfulness 
since she completed the MBSR class 3 months ago. As a result, she was less focused on 
process compared to other interviewees who had continued to practice regularly after 
completing the MBSR class or who had more recently finished the class. While she said 
the MBSR class very helpful, she did not like her male MBSR teacher and was frustrated 
that the teacher did not facilitate more group connection.  
 She initially said that the MBSR program did not directly affect her relationship 
with Ethan. Becoming more reflective later in the interview, she identified a ripple effect 
based on her participation and said, “When I’m calmer, it helps in the house.” When I 
asked her to clarify this point, she stated, “I think it helped because. . . I’m not sure, 
because the more mellow I am, the less I’m hammering him [Laughing].” She described 
how MBSR helped her participate in the relationship in a different way, which had a 
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positive effect on the relationship. She reported the MBSR program affected who she was 
in the context of their relationship, which Ethan also noticed.  
 A major theme that emerged for Rebecca was practicing nonjudgment and 
allowing family members to have feelings without blaming, judging, or trying to change 
them. She said, “What I learned through mindfulness is that I’m very judgmental of 
myself.” Through this increased awareness of her self-criticism, she discussed how she 
began to apply this nonjudgment to her family: “They can feel what they feel.” She 
described the effect of the MBSR training on her intimate partner relationship:  
 Well, he and I, you know, have gotten much, much more in tune with what we’re 
feeling and, um, the feeling versus that thinking. And, you know, we’ve actually 
used that where, “Look you can’t tell me I’m not feeling this, you know. You can 
tell me you disagree with what’s going on, but you can’t tell me that I don’t feel it. 
Because I do feel it, you know.” [ ] Well I guess I think we’re more respective of 
each other – respectful of each other’s feelings. Um, and you’re entitled to feel—I 
mean, I think that’s such a key thing that you’re, you know, you’re entitled to feel 
what you’re feeling. And you allow people to be with their feelings. You don’t try 
and change the feelings.  
 
 Similar to other MBSR graduates, Rebecca described specific relational shifts like 
the above example and then had difficulty identifying how mindfulness affected her 
relationship. When I asked what her MBSR participation meant for her relationship, I 
could sense how Rebecca was shifting to thinking more relationally and contemplating 
how her own behavior affected Ethan. She answered:  
Well, I don’t think directly anything. Again it goes back to me being perhaps more 
mellow. Um, I don’t think directly. Although, you know the respect for the 
nonjudge [nonjudgment]. . . Yeah, maybe, I guess, you know, I try not to be—
letting him be with his—he can have his feelings. So, I guess it goes back to that. 
 
 Demonstrated in the progression of her above language, Rebecca began to 
consider how her increased calmness and nonjudgment affected how she related to Ethan. 
The numerous examples that she provided during her interview helped her link for the 
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first time how her individual shifts resulting from the MBSR training positively 
influenced her relationship with Ethan.   
Ethan’s Story 
 Ethan was much clearer and more specific about the relational effects of 
Rebecca’s MBSR training compared to Rebecca’s descriptions. From Ethan’s 
perspective, Rebecca was “a lot more even” and “steady,” and lowered his anxiety level 
as a result. He reported that she was “calmer” and “a lot more focused”—which Ethan 
identified as a shift in how she related to him. Ethan stated that he viewed Rebecca’s 
MBSR participation as an expression of caring for him, a way that she could ground 
herself during their family crisis. Similar to Rebecca’s descriptions about nonjudgment, 
Ethan shared with Rebecca what he noticed from her MBSR participation: “I don’t think 
you’re as judgmental. I think that you try to listen—I think you’ve become a much better 
listener and more open to opinion when you started taking this course versus before. So I 
think that’s, I think it’s helped out.” He did note that the positive effects were more 
noticeable when Rebecca was still taking the class and practicing mindfulness regularly. 
 Their three children, in contrast, were skeptical and critical of Rebecca 
meditating. Ethan expressed regret that he and the children often interrupted Rebecca’s 
practice and that he did not initially understand how he could better support Rebecca’s 
mindfulness practice. Yet Ethan was very supportive of Rebecca’s participation in the 
MBSR program and also wanted to learn mindfulness practice himself. During her 
MBSR class, Rebecca had once asked Ethan to practice mindfulness meditation with her 
at home. She said that he only lasted a few minutes before he had to stop because of his 
mental discomfort. Yet, Ethan shared how his therapist later introduced him to some brief 
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mindfulness practices, which he found very beneficial. During the couple interview, he 
asked if Rebecca could mentor him in practicing mindfulness.  
Couple 3: Lily and Noah 
Lily’s Story  
 Lily reported that her MBSR class “was so much better than I even hoped for, like 
I just –I can't even—I can't even tell you how much it helped me.” She stated that she 
“was just so much more alive” and “now there's just like a greater sense of ease.” 
Describing the effects of the MBSR training as “just healing of the soul,” Lily also 
emphasized how she continued to carry the mindfulness practice with her: “And knowing 
that it's always there for you, you know. I just feel like it's always there.” Additionally, 
she “had trouble falling asleep a lot of the time” before the MBSR program and said, 
“Once the class started, I slept like a baby.”   
 She stated that she “just loved” her male MBSR teacher from the Penn Program, 
who was a different male teacher than Rebecca from Couple 2’s male MBSR teacher. 
The effect of the teacher and his facilitation of the group were “profound” for Lily. She 
said, “He was so nurturing and didn’t take himself too seriously. He was just a nice 
person, really smart, very accepting, really humble, really humble. And I was impressed 
by that.”  
 The theme of self-acceptance also emerged as a key outcome for Lily. She said, 
“The non judgmental stance of the program was—it was just so liberating. It was almost 
like it gave me permission to be myself.” She stated that “the self-acceptance that came, 
like in the first day or whatever, that I did the meditation” and “was really what helped 
for me.” According to Lily, the development of self-acceptance through mindfulness 
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practice was the critical process of change. She vividly described self-acceptance as 
realizing “that inherent sense of worthiness, of just being worthy for just being.” 
 Frequently, Lily asked Noah if he wanted to practice mindfulness with her. 
Occasionally and sometimes begrudgingly, he agreed to join Lily for mindfulness 
practice. He noted that it was hard to keep saying no when someone had your best 
interests in mind. She shared a lot about her MBSR experience with Noah. For example, 
she taped her post-MBSR results from the Profile of Mood States (POMS) to their 
bathroom mirror, which showed how “my anxiety went down; my depression almost 
disappeared; my vitality went up.” Lily was very curious about whether Noah noticed any 
changes in her, yet she had never specifically asked him before this interview. She said 
that her MBSR training “was fabulous for my relationship” and “helped me be a better 
listener and be more humble, and more loving with myself, which has a big huge impact 
on the relationship.” 
 Lily’s consistent sharing with Noah about her experience in the MBSR class may 
also have influenced her to practice mindfulness in her relationship more. For example, 
Lily shared how she and Noah stayed up late talking one night and how it led to a 
breakthrough regarding how to communicate with Noah:  
We just talked and talked and then, um, I was just really trying to get this really 
deep thought across. [ ] And then I just felt like I wasn't being heard and I 
distinctly remember Noah saying, "Well, you—you're not listening to me." And 
like we have had that conversation before. . . But it really hit me. [ ] Like finally 
my ears are open to him and so could I could react a little differently because I 
was having more empathy for him and listening better. And I really heard him, 
which is what really changed. 
 
 During the couple interview, I asked Noah and Lily together about this late night 
conversation. Lily further described what it meant to her: “And then I felt like for the first 
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time I kind of got it. Like I have a tendency that needs to be right and like, I kind of, 
something kind of clicked for me. I felt like I understood you a lot more and I tried to 
incorporate that dynamic.” She said their talk led to “very deep, like very subtle, but 
profound changes” in how she listened to him. For Noah, the late night talk did not carry 
the same meaning. He was able to place the night because she had spoken about it again 
recently, but the evening had not stood out to him. The meaning and the shift was specific 
to Lily only.  
Noah’s Story  
 During his individual interview, Noah did say, however, that he noticed “a big 
change in her”—that she had better focus, was able to slow down more, and stay 
balanced in the middle of stress. He said, “So I just noticed that she was able to keep a 
grip on her. . . the reality of the situation, her emotions, you know, not to let herself 
become overwhelmed with things that were out of her control.” He stated that he clearly 
benefitted from her MBSR participation, but he confided that this benefit was not 
particularly meaningful to him. Lily and Noah had higher satisfaction levels compared to 
other couples in the study, and perhaps Noah was not looking for or needing much 
improvement from Lily. Another interpretation is the effect of gender roles—Lily could 
do more of the emotional labor in their relationship and Noah could tune out more as a 
man. Of note, Noah did refer the MBSR program to his best friend who was feeling lost 
in his life. This referral did imply the value and meaning of what he observed from Lily’s 
participation. 
 The most meaningful outcome to Noah was Lily’s clarity about what she needed 
when he was considering a job change. He described Lily’s role in his career change:  
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And she was really focused on what I could do. She was very instrumental in like. 
. . she focused on all, she could focus on what she really wanted and what was 
going to make her happy. So, and she could communicate that to me in a very 
calm and precise way. So that, you know, which was different than before, you 
know. I think before she took the class, she might have been like very easily 
irritated or the concentration wasn’t there, you know, something was always 
eating at her or something.  
 
 This calmness and clarity was an improvement for Noah, because she was stating 
upfront what she needed rather than being resentful in the future. During the couple 
interview, I asked Lily and Noah together about Noah’s reflections. He repeated that she 
was “more centered and grounded” when she communicated with him. He said that her 
anxiety and feeling overwhelmed sometimes led to her acting “needy.” Lily strongly 
resonated with Noah’s descriptions and added: “Like I don’t need you to give me what, I 
can get what I need. I know I will just get it. I am not going to pressure you for my 
needs.” Like Ava from Couple 1 and several other mindfulness graduates, Lily’s 
description articulated the process of differentiation. For Lily, the increased self-
awareness from mindfulness practice may have improved her ability to advocate for 
herself and take responsibility for her own well-being. 
Couple 4: Grace and Ben 
Grace’s Story 
Grace loved the MBSR class and said that it “exceeded my expectations.” She 
found the group “motivating” because of the assumption that everyone in the group was 
facing challenges. She also connected with her female MBSR teacher and said she was “a 
gifted facilitator.” She did not do all the formal sitting meditation practices, but stated 
that she enjoyed the formal practices that involved movement (e.g., yoga and walking 
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meditation) and the briefer, informal meditation practices (e.g., 20 breaths or pausing 
throughout the day).  
Emphasizing that she was approaching the age when her mother died, Grace said 
that the MBSR experience gave her “the green light” to pursue intention and meaning in 
her life and not worry so much about what others think. She repeatedly stated that she 
was at a point in her life where she did not want to waste her time and wanted to focus on 
meaningful areas of her life. The mindfulness practices encouraged personal reflection 
about her recent retirement: “It’s just kind of affirmed for me that I’m in this phase in my 
life where I’m really [ ], just like we’re trying to sorta quiet our mind or just—I’m really 
trying to do the same thing with my life.” She described how the class helped her with an 
internal “process of clearing” that she was trying to implement externally in her life. A 
personal example that she identified was clearing out her laundry room, which she 
proudly showed me at the end of our interview. Grace stated that her father was a 
compulsive hoarder and she has also struggled with hoarding. The laundry room was an 
illustrative example of this clearing process and her intention to let go of items and 
activities that were not meaningful to her at this stage of her life.  
When she reflected on the relational effects of the mindfulness training, Grace 
identified her efforts to “take a back seat more” in her family relationships. She described 
two examples of how she stepped back from her tendency to “overdo it.” In the first 
example, she said her 19 year old son wanted to start eating healthy foods, and she 
packed his lunch for a couple days. But then she thought, “You know what? He has the 
idea. He, he has the hang of it. He’s 19.” The second example involved her efforts to 
support Ben’s mother in the nursing home. She had recently brought his mother some 
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clothes, which then disappeared at the nursing home. She described how mindfulness 
helped her be “more aware of stopping myself when I’m going to overdo my sense of 
duty.” Instead of buying the clothes again, she recognized that “I don’t have to jump in” 
and that Ben’s family members can also help. From this increased self-awareness, Grace 
realized that she had a choice and decided to respond differently regarding both her son’s 
healthier lunch and her mother-in-law’s clothing. 
Because of the crisis and stress that Ben was facing, she viewed the MBSR 
program as her own venture. She confessed that she did not share much about the MBSR 
program with Ben because of how overwhelmed he was with work stress and his parents’ 
illnesses: “We kind of go off and do our own thing. But yeah, he was very supportive and 
very interested in me taking this, although he’s been extremely busy lately, so it’s not like 
we had a lot of time.” These variables appear to have shaped the MBSR class as a more 
private experience for Grace, yet she emphasized the impact of her MBSR training on her 
husband: “Ben always admits that he is very positively affected when I’m feeling 
contentment in my life.”  
Ben’s Story  
Ben admitted that he had been “a little oblivious” to Grace’s MBSR experience 
since he was so overwhelmed by his own stressors. He described his involvement with 
the class: “As long as I didn’t hear Grace saying there was a problem with it, I just 
assumed that everything was going fine.” When reflecting on the last 2 months, he 
observed that she was “more calm,” “less hyper,” and “more able to just deal with some 
pressures that in the past might have made her a little more irritable.” He said that they 
saw a couples therapist prior to Grace’s MBSR program because they had been “battling 
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with each other every minute over stupid issues.” In the last 2 months, he reported they 
had “less conflict,” were “co-existing relatively well,” and that “the whole issue kinda got 
resolved.” Ben consistently repeated that Grace was calmer during the interview, 
suggesting that perhaps the reduction of Grace’s intensity and reactivity may have 
contributed to their relationship improvement.  
When given the opportunity to reflect on their relationship, Ben shared that their 
relationship substantially improved over the past two months, but he could not identify 
anything that he had done to make it better. He said that only Grace was actively working 
on herself during this period. During the couple interview, Ben shared with Grace, “I 
wasn’t even aware that that was--that you were doing it. So, so it was all subtle.” Perhaps 
Ben did not recognize that the MBSR class was potentially a factor for improving their 
relationship because Grace did not share much about how she was applying the 
mindfulness practice in their relationship. Both members of the couple stated there was “a 
correlation” between the improvement in their relationship and Grace taking the MBSR 
class. They did not identify any other major changes that occurred during this period to 
account for the relationship improvement.  
Another major theme was Ben’s receptivity and support of Grace taking the 
MBSR class. After reading a book about mindfulness practice 15 years ago, Ben 
confessed that he did not have “the patience for that.” He stated that he was grateful that 
Grace was the person in their relationship who focused on self-growth. In a humorous 
remark that he repeated during the couple interview, Ben voiced his appreciation of 
Grace taking the MBSR class: “So, I think it’s all a good thing. I think it brings a good—
a good vibe. It—it’s good that one of us does it and I’m glad it’s her. [Laughter.]” His 
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reaction was similar to Noah in Couple 3 about how the mindfulness graduate’s interest 
in self-growth benefits them as intimate partners and may reduce their responsibility from 
having to pursue self-growth themselves. This pattern of the female pursuing the MBSR 
training could be a manifestation of gender roles in which women are more likely to 
focus on emotions and connection. 
Couple 5: Alice and Jack 
Alice’s Story 
Alice described having a “pretty profound experience” during the MBSR 
program, which surprised her. Since her completion of the MBSR program was still 
fresh, she was trying to understand its repercussions for her life during the interview. She 
said that meditating is “stabilizing” and “makes a difference”—that she noticed feeling 
more “sort of wire-y, a little agitated, kind of nerve-y” when she did not practice 
meditation. She also described “moments of calm” along with a feeling of acceptance—
“this feeling like whatever it is right now, it’s okay. . . Like you don’t have to struggle to 
make it different.” Additionally she noticed a shift to an intention of “more time trying to 
live in, like, the present moment, versus spending a lot of time in kind of the future, 
which, I think, I spend a lot of time in.”  
Alice found the mindfulness practices challenging, especially the “slog” of the 
first few weeks of the program. She likened practicing mindfulness to exercise—it is 
hard, but she knows that she will feel better if she just does it. The group experience and 
the MBSR teacher were very important to her, especially helping her get through the 
difficulties that she experienced in the first couple weeks. She thought her male MBSR 
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teacher at Penn was “amazing” and reported she “trusted” the members of her MBSR 
group.  
Although she thought the mindfulness practice “opened up some possibilities” for 
her, she stated that she struggled to understand the meaning and scope of her MBSR 
experience. She emphasized how “odd” mindfulness practice was, especially compared to 
her academic training that emphasized analysis and achievement. While trying to 
articulate the meaning of her MBSR experience, she described noteworthy examples in 
her life. Yet she was unsure about these examples, because they felt “kind of piddly” to 
her as she shared them. She experienced doubt that the examples were too small or subtle 
to quantitatively add up to the meaning that she currently felt. She also was not sure if 
Jack noticed any changes in her as a result of the MBSR training.  
One example Alice described regarding the relational effects of mindfulness 
involved taking a trip with her sister. Alice felt the mindfulness practice allowed her to 
better enjoy the trip and made a positive difference for both her and her sister. During the 
couple interview, she elaborated about her experience on the trip with her sister:  
Like, because I think a lot of times I would have been sort of, ‘Oh, okay, what do I 
do? I have to get home, and I've got to do this when I get home, and then I've got 
to do this, and I've got to do that. And you know, this isn't going right.’ And it was 
just like, I was just like, ‘I'm here and I'm doing, like, this is where I am and this 
is what I'm enjoying.’ And it made this huge difference for me, but I think it also 
made a huge difference for her. Like, she felt—she kept saying that she had a 
good time, and she had so much fun. And I'm sure it was partly because of, that I 
felt like I was just totally engaged in it.” 
 
 From Alice’s description, the “huge difference” that both she and her sister 
experienced concerned the quality of her presence during the trip and her feeling of joy. 
She stated that she was not future tripping and instead fully engaged with her present 
experience on the trip.  
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Alice stated that the biggest effect of the mindfulness training on her intimate 
relationship emerged from her application of a mindful listening practice that she learned 
in the MBSR class. The in-class dyad exercise was to listen quietly to a partner without 
interrupting and without planning a response. She described how she secretly 
experimented using this mindful listening practice with Jack and had an insight:  
I just let him talk, and he talked and talked and talked. [Laughter] And, you know, 
sometimes I was like, “Eh, I don't like this,” because, you know, I wanted to move 
us one way or the other. But it was kind of an amazing moment where I was 
thinking– because he doesn't talk as much as I do. Or at least I don't think he talks 
as much as I do. And I think some of it was that, you know, I didn't give him a lot 
of space, too. And. . . I guess I didn't know that about myself. Um, so that was, 
that was an interesting lesson. I mean, it wasn't like my favorite lesson, but that 
was interesting. Um. But I think there are a lot of things that I just feel like I kind 
of learned, or realized, or. . . I don't know. And I can't exactly put a finger on it. 
 
Alice reflected back on this above insight many times during the interview, 
emphasizing how she realized she may not give Jack the “space” to express himself. Her 
statement also reveals that these insights are not always favorable or pleasant, because the 
increased awareness can also show parts of us that are difficult to accept. The closing of 
her clear description with “I don’t know” and “I can’t exactly put a finger on it” also 
suggested the difficulty she was having trying to communicate what the MBSR 
experience meant to her. Her decision to practice mindful listening secretly was also 
noteworthy. Based on what Alice shared, one interpretation is that she was unsure she 
could really trust what would happen if she applied mindfulness to their relationship. 
Perhaps she was not ready to be open with Jack about integrating the mindfulness 
practice into their relationship. During the couple interview, Jack confessed that he did 
not notice any differences regarding how Alice was actively listening more in their 
relationship. The awareness and the meaning of the mindful listening were only 
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experienced by Alice. Like Ben in Couple 4, Jack had no context to notice or understand 
what Alice was doing. 
The couple did not agree on the meaning of Alice’s MBSR experience. Alice 
wanted Jack to take the MBSR class himself and believed that he would connect to the 
mindfulness practices. Jack was supportive of Alice and her belief that the class was 
meaningful for her, however, he thought mindfulness could be her hobby that she could 
continue independently of him. Yet Alice wanted Jack to understand that the mindfulness 
practice felt like more than a hobby. Alice talked to Jack during the couple interview:  
But it feels more like a. . . like, it doesn't exactly feel like a spiritual journey at this 
point. Like, I think that would be strong. But it doesn't feel like a pastime. It feels 
like some sort of– it doesn't exactly feel like a way of life, but there's some 
journey-ish kind of feeling to it. And I don't know that I feel like you understand 
that. And probably like I said before, I don't feel like I understand it. 
 
Most intriguing in the above, Alice stated that she did not feel like Jack 
understands the meaning of the MBSR experience, and yet she herself does not 
understand it either. As Alice attempts to integrate her MBSR experience into her own 
life, her struggle understandably expands to include Jack and the desire to integrate what 
was meaningful about the MBSR experience into her relationship. As a result of this 
tension, Alice said that not having her intimate partner take the MBSR program was “a 
mixed bag.” 
Jack’s Story 
Jack admitted that he was not exactly sure how Alice heard about the MBSR 
class, but he accurately guessed that she had learned about it at the fertility clinic. When 
asked about any effects of the MBSR training, he said, “I don't think they've been 
dramatic. Ah, I mean, I don't doubt that they are real.” He noticed that she was “a little 
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calmer, or maybe a little more accepting, ah, a little more comfortable” during a period of 
her life where “there are quite a few anxieties kind of floating around.” He said that Alice 
is very task-oriented and goal-driven, and he intuitively understood how the class gave 
her “a different outlook.” Jack also described some confusion regarding how to support 
Alice’s practice when he sometimes came home and the bedroom door would be closed 
while she meditated. He decided that he should not interrupt her practice to tell her that 
he was home. These observations from Jack suggested the muted quality of the effects of 
MBSR compared to Alice’s perceptions and his confusion about how to support her 
mindfulness practice at home. Yet he did not deny that the class was helpful for Alice. 
Since Jack worked near the MBSR class, he and Alice would walk home together 
after her class and she would describe her experiences to him. He said, “I think if she 
feels like it's working for her, or if she's getting something out of it, I'm completely 
supportive of it.” His view was similar to the male intimate partners in Couple 3 and 4 
(Noah and Ben). Jack felt that her request for him to take the MBSR class was “a little bit 
complicated” because he felt like mindfulness was “her thing.” Jack had his own 
activities like running and biking that Alice did not do, and he wanted meditation to be 
something that she did on her own. From his descriptions of their relationship history, her 
move to his home city potentially led to an increased dependence on him that he was 
hoping would change. 
Jack did notice in the last month that Alice had not been so negative or anxious 
about her future professional opportunities. This period also coincided with the recent 
completion of her dissertation, which had been a significant source of anxiety. He said 
that he was not conscious of that difference in Alice prior to the interview, and that his 
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awareness emerged as a direct result of his reflections during the interview. When Jack 
shared his observations during the couple interview, Alice also admitted to not being 
previously aware of any differences, but she said, “I guess that makes sense.” She 
hypothesized that the MBSR training helped her focus more on the present instead of 
“spending all my time worrying about what happens next.” The interviews seemed to 
create a unique opportunity for each member of the couple to reflect on their relationship, 
and both Alice and Jack stated that new observations emerged during the interview. 
Couple 6: William and Leah 
William’s Story 
William said that he had a valuable experience in the MBSR program and that 
“the mindfulness allows me to function” despite the anxiety. During the first two weeks 
of the MBSR program, he wanted to quit. He struggled with the significant time required 
to practice the mindfulness meditations and initially thought that the program was 
“touchy-feely nonsense.” His doubt about continuing to participate in the MBSR class led 
him to seek support from Leah. He states that her support and the financial commitment 
that he made to taking the class prevented him from quitting. When asked about the 
effects of his mindfulness practice, William said, “Mindfulness is a very useful tool. And 
what, it's interesting, is that it's– when I meditate in the morning, it stays with me, and it's 
sort of like a buffer against the rest of the day.” He described mindfulness practice as 
transportable and remaining with him as “a buffer”—protecting him from emotional 
reactivity throughout the day. As a result of his MBSR experience, William said he 
would like Leah to try practicing mindfulness too because she is “antsy.” But he knows 
practicing meditation is “a personal thing” and would not impose it on her. 
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He described how he “turned a corner” in the third week of the MBSR program 
while practicing at home. During a 40 minute meditation, he shared an encounter he had 
with his anxiety: 
Because I could feel myself when I meditated, like a top. It wasn't that I was 
moving. I was just all spun up in my head. And when I started to feel the anxiety, I 
just noticed it. And I can distinctly remember the first time that happened. [ ] I 
was sitting there, and the anxiety and I, we're just kind of, like, looking at each 
other. It's like looking at the inside of your brain. And it just kind of sat there. And 
there was no pain. It stayed up here, it didn't go down in my chest and make me 
all stressed out and anxious and breathing heavy. It just kind of, here it is. It 
didn't make it go away, but it made it bearable. 
 
From that moment on, he reported that he was able to start “really practicing.” He 
realized that the practice was not about achieving “success in focusing” and that the 
anxiety and distraction were invitations to practice. He stopped “giving myself a hard 
time about being distracted” and began to understand the attitude of nonjudgment— “The 
more you're distracted, the more you get to practice.” From this shift, he noted that, “my 
anxiety and I, [ ] we hang out regularly now” and that meditation is “just a lot of learning 
to live with your own brain.” This reduction in self-blame and increase in self-acceptance 
were shifts that William identified as major and meaningful.  
The group was a tremendous normalizing experience for William. I was touched 
when he talked about how “everyone was there for the same reason. [Laughs] We were 
all struggling with pain.” His acceptance of his own struggles seemed to be supported by 
what he observed in his fellow group members: “Every week I would go to my 
meditation class and I would sit in this room and I'd say, ‘we're all basket cases, it's 
awesome.’ [Laughter.]” He also thought his female Penn MBSR teacher was “great” and 
remembered that he sent her a panicked email during the second week saying, “I can’t do 
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this.” He said her response was “helpful.” Both the group and the teacher were positive 
factors in William’s ability to stay engaged and committed to the class. 
William shared that Leah now demands that he meditate every day. During their 
couple interview, William and Leah talked about how mindfulness practice affected his 
level of anxiety: 
William: It's the difference between having a puppy and having a 13-year-old, 
kind of relaxed dog that kind of lies down on the floor most of the day and, you 
know, puppy, Labrador puppy who tears up your everything and [ ] eats the 
couch. That's the difference. 
 
Leah: And for a lot of our relationship, it's been a puppy. [ ] And I had to take 
care of it. [Laughs] 
 
In the above quote, William’s anxiety was metaphorically represented as a 
rambunctious, destructive puppy maturing into a relaxed dog through the MBSR training. 
For William, the effect was dramatic. Their reflections emphasized how his anxiety had 
negatively affected their relationship and how Leah felt burdened by it.  
William also reflected on how the mindfulness training improved his listening 
skills in their relationship. Before MBSR, he stated that his anxiety distracted him and 
interfered with his ability to listen to Leah. As a result of MBSR, he said he learned a 
new skill: “Now I know that when I'm listening to someone, if I get distracted, I can just 
come back.” He felt that this “listening at a new level” was beneficial to both of them and 
translated to “a deeper connection.” He told Leah once that he was practicing mindful 
listening and he thought that Leah could tell that his listening improved at those times.  
During the couple interview, I asked Leah if she did notice a difference in 
William’s listening. Similar to Alice and Jack (Couple 5), Leah was not aware that 
William was often practicing mindful listening with her. She told William, “Unless you 
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say, like, ‘Remember that meditation listening thing that I did before? I'm doing that 
now.’ I'm like, oh.” She made a point that she was not disagreeing with William’s 
assertion that mindful listening helped. She wondered if the mindful listening was a 
variable in “times when we connected on a deeper level,” yet she could not make the 
same attribution as William since she did not know he was practicing mindful listening. 
Once again, I observed multiple realities in an intimate partner relationship and how the 
mindfulness graduate made meaning differently than his/her intimate partner. 
Leah’s Story 
Leah saw the MBSR program as “an investment of time and money and effort” 
and she had to keep convincing William to stick with it during the first 2 weeks. Her 
interview reinforced to me how an effective intervention never occurs in a vacuum. 
Leah’s support was absolutely critical to the individual progress that William reported as 
a result of the MBSR program. 
Leah echoed William’s assertion that a shift did occur, but that the anxiety was 
still present. Leah described the effects of the MBSR program on William’s anxiety: 
He has something else to do with it. So not depending on me as much. I don't 
know that it's. . . affected our relationship, per se; more, like, my mental health in 
general. Just like, I can– it's a little bit of a weight lifted off. I mean, it's still there. 
 
Compared to William’s account, the extent of the shift seemed to be less dramatic 
for Leah. I noted what seemed like a contradiction in Leah’s statement. She did not feel 
that the MBSR program had affected their relationship, yet she said that it lifted “a little 
bit of a weight” and improved “my mental health.” Even though William’s participation 
improved her quality of life, she felt that an effect on the relationship would require 
something more or different. The major reason she wanted him to meditate was because 
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the practice provides him with “something else to do” with the anxiety instead of 
“depending on me.” I wondered if she would have attributed an effect on the relationship 
if she felt that there had been more significant decreases of his anxiety and dependence 
on her. Overall, Leah hoped for more change with the anxiety and was frustrated that 
William did not always listen to her when she asked him to meditate. 
 In front of William during the couple interview, Leah was more overtly 
complimentary. I felt that the couple dynamics of being newlyweds amplified the positive 
and seemed to reduce the negative. For example, Leah shared with William during the 
couple interview, “So I'm really happy that you're doing better now. [ ] It makes my life 
so much better.” She also emphasized how their honeymoon was enjoyable because of 
the decrease in his anxiety. When William made a macabre joke about the potential of 
losing his job, the dynamic shifted and she expressed her dislike of his catastrophizing 
humor. Eventually, she did reveal her frustration during the couple interview: 
Leah: Now it's not as bad. [ ] You still dump on me sometimes. [ ] He doesn't do 
it on purpose. He just starts telling me. And there's something about it, like he 
feels so much better, and then I'm kind of like– 
 
William: Here, carry this 200-pound rock, here you go. Plop.  
 
Leah: Yeah. 
 
Leah expected more dramatic changes in William from the MBSR program. She 
hoped “he would relax or at least appreciate the need to slow down.” She continued, “It 
hasn't really worked out like that. But it's okay, because it worked out in other ways.” I 
wondered if her reasons for feeling that his MBSR training did not affect their 
relationship were caused by the MBSR program not meeting her expectations of change.  
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Couple 7: Samantha and Jim 
Jim’s Story 
Both Jim and Samantha stated that Jim had a “big benefit” from the MBSR 
training. He formally practiced every day before leaving for work. He described 
mindfulness as “a tool to help with stress and focus.” Expanding on the tool metaphor, he 
shared, “I think it's one of those things that the more I use it and the more I work with it, 
the better, you know, the better it'll come, [ ] and the better, you know, my mind can 
work.” Jim saw the value in consistent mindfulness practice and felt he was developing a 
useful skill. He also described “feeling calmer” and “more aware of what’s going on.” 
The effects of Jim’s mindfulness practice began to show up in his life in tangible 
ways. Jim stated that traditionally he has been “a slob” and “a clutterer.” After a few 
weeks in the MBSR program, he cleaned his desk at work and sent a photo of the finished 
product to Samantha. She said that she would not have believed him if he had not shown 
her the photo. He remarked, “It's like. . . almost like, as I'm de-cluttering my mind 
through this mindfulness, you know, the world around me is—the clutter around me in 
the world now is starting to bother me. So I had to straighten it up.” Soon after the desk 
project, he cleaned up his shed and started on a longer term project with the garage. The 
clutter in the garage has been a point of tension in their relationship, and Samantha 
noticed his efforts.  
Another benefit that Jim shared was an increased awareness of his emotions. He 
described that he had “a hard time recognizing what I'm feeling.” Practicing mindfulness 
helped him see that he was “burying those feelings or pushing them aside.” He realized 
that minimizing and avoiding his emotions had negative consequences—they will “come 
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back to bite you in the ass when you're not expecting it.” This increased recognition of 
his emotions shifted his orientation to a new stance of “you’ve got to acknowledge 
them.” Mindfulness provided a context for him to acknowledge his emotions, and he 
learned to value the information that his emotions were conveying.  
 Jim disclosed that he was “really, really surprised at how big of an effect” the 
mindfulness training had on “the ADD.” The key process for Jim was being “more able 
to focus on the present, as opposed to planning what I'm going to do next.” With ADD, 
he expressed that he was “always on to the next thing” and that mindfulness helped him 
to develop “the ability to just be where you’re at.” He said that Samantha also noticed his 
increased focus. Jim repeated this theme of being able to focus on one thing at a time 
throughout the interview, and he felt these skills contributed to positive developments in 
their relationship. 
Jim described how the mindfulness training was “a way to improve 
communication” with Samantha by using several specific examples. The foundation of 
this communication shift seemed to emerge from his increased awareness of a habitual 
pattern of reactivity. During one MBSR class discussion about the awareness of thoughts, 
he recognized a pattern of reactivity in which he “personalizes everything” and became 
more aware of self-critical thoughts such as “everything is about you” and “it was my 
fault.” Through this increasing awareness, he saw how this pattern of feeling personally 
responsible manifested in their relationship: “Part of the problem that I recognize now is, 
you know, one of the issues we had is when Samantha would get upset, it would be like, 
I'd be scrambling to make it better and fix it.” He reported that his insight into this 
404 
relational pattern was “one of the major revelations that I've had” through the MBSR 
training.  
This realization influenced Jim to listen to Samantha differently. He stated that he 
tried to be more present and listen to Samantha instead of trying to fix the problem: 
“Rather than just think I know what's right, I wait until I hear from her what she needs. 
And most of the time, it's just for me to hear her. Very infrequently do I actually have to 
do something.” Jim reported that mindfulness gave him a helpful tool to listen with less 
reactivity. He had been aware of this “fix it” pattern as a result of their couples therapy, 
but struggled with making a change. He shared that Samantha experienced his struggle to 
listen without fixing as an ongoing problem in their relationship: 
She really doesn't feel the empathy from me. But I think part of this mindfulness 
class has helped me to improve that slightly more. So I think it's helping me to 
develop, um, a little bit more, in that Samantha now feels a little better, heard a 
little more often. Um, which I think is the biggest plus that we've got out [of the 
MBSR class]. 
 
For Jim, listening became an extension of his mindfulness practice. Listening was 
a way to be present for Samantha, and he was able to pause with his impulse to fix things. 
From their foundation of couples therapy, mindfulness could be viewed as a catalyst for 
change, giving him a tool to work with his reactivity in the moment. He described the 
synergy of MBSR and his ongoing couple therapy: “I think that the whole mindfulness 
program fit very well in with, you know, what we've been doing with [ ] the couples 
therapy and, you know, the books and stuff we've been pulling on our own.” Although 
Samantha previously told him about his lack of empathy in their communications, he was 
not able to make any significant changes before taking MBSR. One interpretation from 
Jim’s descriptions is that self-awareness and the ability to pause may work together. 
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Recognizing his impulse to fix and then being able to pause may have helped him to 
create some detachment from his ingrained pattern of fixing. Through this opening in his 
experience, he was able to make different choices while communicating with Samantha.  
Samantha’s Story  
Samantha’s expectations for the MBSR class were to “get more in touch with my 
body and through that a lessening of my pain symptoms” and “more control of my 
sexuality.” Samantha unfortunately reported no decrease in pain as a result of the MBSR 
intervention. She was hoping to benefit more from the class, but she stated that she still 
enjoyed the MBSR class. She said that “learning to meditate” was “very beneficial” for 
her after one failed attempt to learn to meditate in the past—“the longest 5 minutes of my 
life.”  
Samantha practiced mindfulness daily during the MBSR course. She shared that 
the practice made her “more aware of my reactions to things” and “helped me notice 
more things about me.” She also reported an attitudinal shift in which mindfulness taught 
her “a different way of thinking.” She began to notice her discomfort in a nonjudgmental 
way, where “you don't necessarily have to do anything about it.” She said that the MBSR 
training helped her be “more accepting of my situation” and acknowledge both “the good 
and the bad,” which was “a very good thing for me.” Jim also told her that she seemed 
“calmer.”  
Samantha thought Jim individually benefitted more from the MBSR class. But she 
said that she also benefitted from the relational effects of taking the class together with 
Jim and witnessing his improvement. She echoed Jim’s assertion that she previously did 
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not feel enough empathy from him. She said she felt “a little more understood” by Jim 
and described how “his shift in becoming a better listener happened during the class.”  
During the couple interview, Samantha linked Jim’s improvement in listening 
with a decrease in his fix-it mentality. She said Jim listening without trying to fix the 
problem “really makes a difference” and was “much better than ‘You know what you 
should do.’” She provided an example of this shift, recounting when she spoke with Jim 
about whether she should volunteer teach again. She noticed that Jim asked her a 
thoughtful question instead of immediately trying to solve her uncertainty.  
In addition to listening, Samantha also stated that she observed a difference in the 
way Jim communicated. She said, “I noticed that he was. . . um, thinking more about his 
words and his actions.” She described that he had “a tendency to think out loud,” and so 
she thought his increased mindfulness in their communications was “really worth noting” 
and “definitely” made a difference for her. She observed that his new skill crossed over to 
his communication style with their kids: “I noticed his talking became, like especially at 
the dinner table, um, more back and forth and less. . . less just kind of a run-on sentence.  
[ ] Which was a great change.” From their descriptions, Jim’s shift in listening and 
speech seemed to depend on some aspect of increased impulse control, perhaps through 
an increased awareness of the consequences of his usual way of communicating. 
Additionally, Samantha described a change in her communication style during the 
MBSR program. She reported an increased awareness that her persistent requests for Jim 
to improve his communication did not work. During the course of the MBSR training, 
she also described developing an increased acceptance of Jim that preceded his 
behavioral changes: “And then once I started, um, letting go of that and doing some more 
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acceptance of what I do have, he became a better listener.” In a poignant example 
showing how her own communication shifted, she talked about the messiness of the 
garage being a regular trigger of frustration. She described their typical exchange would 
be her saying, “I tried to find a screwdriver and I tripped over this,” with his response, 
“Yeah, I know I have to clean the garage.” During their 8-week MBSR program, Jim 
asked her about buying a new tool, and she said she responded to him in a new way: 
 I’m not going to support you getting another tool until this garage is clean. I 
really don’t want to buy another thing. Now, that's just my okay. You are an adult 
and you can go buy it if you want to, but you don't have my support. That doesn't 
mean I'm making you clean it. It doesn't mean anything. It just means I'm pulling 
back. I'm not saying I'm saying no to anything new coming in the house. You don't 
have to listen to me. I just get one vote. 
 
Shortly after this conversation, Jim started to clean their garage. Hearing this 
example, my interpretation was that it illustrates a process of differentiation as well as an 
integration of couples therapy with mindfulness training. Samantha said that their couples 
therapy taught her that “you’re each 50% responsible.” She described their couples 
therapy helped her reflect on how she could somehow be contributing to the messiness of 
the garage, while mindfulness was “watching your reaction and maybe choosing that 
reaction or maybe not.” Like Jim, her increased self-awareness and ability to pause as a 
result of mindfulness training may have helped Samantha follow through on her desire to 
communicate more effectively amidst emotional reactivity. This theme of differentiation 
seems to resonate with the mindfulness outcomes of reduced emotional reactivity and 
response flexibility.  
Samantha said it would be difficult to tease out how mindfulness affected their 
relationship separate from their experience of long-term couples therapy. But she added 
that “the class opened up a different dialogue, a different way to talk about it, I think. It's 
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a different way of talking about mindfulness and what you're paying attention to and 
what you're focusing on.” For Samantha, adding mindfulness to their relationship 
provided a new communication style that opened up new possibilities. She said of her 
previous style, “My way of communicating was not reaching him.” 
The couple experienced some tense negotiations about the time and location of 
the MBSR class, which later developed into an important relational theme. Samantha was 
originally going to take the MBSR class in the city during the day. Jim said that he 
probably would not take the class unless he took it with her at night in the suburbs. Upon 
reflection, Jim later admitted that he felt this response was “childish and stupid.” They 
did take the MBSR class in the suburbs as a result of Jim’s request. In the suburbs class, 
Samantha really did not like the male MBSR teacher and felt that he was managing the 
group to keep them “not intimate” and “individual.” She said, “Nobody really talked” and 
“I didn't have any connection with any of them.” Jim also described that the MBSR class 
seemed to take off well, but he felt the class “floundered” in the second half because of 
the leader’s facilitation. She said she talked about the pain in her ovary once and felt like 
“a fish out of water” in the seemingly more conservative suburban class.  
Due to a scheduling conflict midway through the MBSR class, Samantha did 
attend one daytime class in the city with a different male MBSR teacher. This city class 
was the MBSR class that she originally planned to take. In the city class, she said “it was 
totally different” and she immediately resonated with the other participants in the city 
class who openly talked about their chronic illnesses and pain. Within the first half of this 
city class, Samantha reported that she “knew more about that group than I did my own 
group” after 4 weeks in the suburbs class. Feeling socially connected to other group 
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members was very important to Samantha. She felt that the group’s level of intimacy was 
based on how the MBSR teacher facilitated class. To me, this difference in teaching 
styles suggests how important the role of the teacher and group dynamics can be in 
determining the effectiveness of the MBSR intervention. 
Both Jim and Samantha thought she would have individually benefitted more if 
she had taken the MBSR class in the city. Samantha described an important exchange the 
couple had at a coffee shop following the last class:  
And he [Jim] said, ‘Why did you sacrifice that?’ Because that's kind of what I 
always do. And it was just kind of, we had the conversation about it without being 
defensive. Meaning, I didn't get angry that I probably should have made a 
different choice, or maybe I made the wrong choice. I just kind of, I did what I did 
and I owned it. And he acknowledged the same, that he would not have taken the 
class if I hadn't done that. 
 
Samantha said that this conversation occurring without defensiveness 
demonstrated a shift in their communication pattern with each other. She was taking 
responsibility for her contribution of habitually choosing the martyr position, while Jim 
owned how he felt selfish for forcing her choice.  
Although Samantha reported her own positive individual benefits from the MBSR 
class, she felt the major positive effects were primarily relational because Jim’s 
individual benefits from the MBSR class had such relational implications. Since more 
women tend to take the MBSR class, this result of the male in this couple making more 
gains is intriguing. Additionally, their relational dynamic characterizes a stereotypical 
communication issue based on gender—the man trying to immediately solve the problem 
and the woman wanting him to just listen with empathy. Samantha was impressed that 
Jim even took the class, saying, “It’s really not his thing.” She viewed Jim taking the 
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class as an expression of caring for their relationship (similar to the intimate partner 
Ethan in Couple 2). 
Couple 8: Alex and Anne 
Alex’s Story  
 Alex shared that he had “breakthroughs on a daily and a weekly basis” during the 
MBSR program and felt “like I’m emerging from the depression.” He stated that it has 
been “surprising” and “really nice to feel like I have preferences” after struggling with 
depression for over 10 years. He said, “It’s been so long since I’ve had sort of like an idea 
of who I am.” He also described this emergence as “a little bit scary” because he feels 
that “my mind and my personality [ ]—they’re all very atrophied muscles.” The 
depression had robbed Alex of a sense of self, and his ability to distinguish his personal 
likes and dislikes was reappearing. This emergence was both gratifying and frightening to 
Alex, and he saw it as both a sign of progress as well as a journey into unfamiliar 
territory. 
During the MBSR program, Alex found a job and began working. He stated that 
early on in the MBSR program he “could see some changes in myself mentally” and 
“more sort of physical noticeable changes [ ]—I wasn’t spending all day sleeping.”He 
described how this major development occurred: 
I was able to apply for jobs, which is something I’ve never wanted to, like, do 
before or, when I did, it felt like an overwhelming task that would take weeks and 
weeks and weeks, and I’d put it off. 
 
 Alex noticed more motivation and the ability to walk through the job search—
which previously felt like “an overwhelming task” that would result in procrastination. 
Somehow, he developed a new and seemingly more effective way to face difficulties 
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instead of avoiding them. After being classified as disabled by the state, Alex shared that 
working again has also been overwhelming at times. He described the value of 
mindfulness in his now busier life: “I don’t think I would be able to do the things that I 
do every day, um, without, you know, the meditating that I am able to do.” 
 Like Alice and William (mindfulness graduates in couples 5 and 6), Alex had a 
very difficult time in the first few weeks of the MBSR program. At the first class, he said, 
“I wanted to run screaming out of the room when we started meditating.” Alex shared 
that his female MBSR teacher really helped him through his difficulties. He described her 
as “incredible,” “inspiring,” and “a great listener.” He also identified the group as a 
helpful container, saying “I really like having the group.” He shared how he experienced 
some “despair” during the all-day retreat. Working through these tough emotions in a 
group practice context, he learned a new way to work with depression: “I guess it just felt 
like I was approaching the depression differently.” After making “such good progress,” 
he was “really worried about now being on my own” at the conclusion of the MBSR 
class. When he shared his concern with his MBSR teacher, she encouraged him to take 
the class again for free. He was very grateful for the scholarship from the Jefferson 
program and felt so supported that they were allowing him to take the MBSR class again. 
At the time of the interview, he had already begun taking the class again. 
 Alex described how the mindfulness training interacted with his individual 
therapy. He said the mindfulness practice “helped me make breakthroughs that I don’t 
think I could have made without it.” He indicated that he had “made some pretty steady 
progress” in 2 years of therapy, but “then when this mindfulness kicked [in], you know -- 
it seemed like things started changing a good deal more.” Like Jim and Samantha in 
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Couple 7, therapy seemed to provide Alex with a helpful foundation for change. Alex 
characterized the MBSR program as a catalyst: “I was able to make progress on some 
things that I wasn’t able to make progress on before.” According to Alex, mindfulness 
added something new and helped him take actions that seemed previously beyond his 
abilities.  
Alex provided a poignant example of how mindfulness practice influenced his 
emotional reactions. Following a movie, Alex, Anne, and Anne’s sister discovered that 
his car window had been smashed and the papers from his glove compartment had been 
thrown all over the sidewalk. Alex said, “that would be something that normally would, 
like, drive me completely crazy” and that he would be “impossible to be around.” He 
described that he yelled, but then he started to practice mindfulness instead by bringing 
awareness to his breath and body sensations. He identified the effects of practicing 
mindfulness in this stressful situation: “I calmed down. Um, I, I sort of just was able to 
stay more in the moment, you know, instead of, or like letting my mind rush off to all 
these, like, ’I’m going to get this guy.’” Instead of picking up the papers from his glove 
compartment in a rage, he “was feeling present” and sorted through the papers as he 
picked them up. He then noticed an extended warranty for his car among the papers. 
Something had previously been “very wrong” with the suspension his car, but he did not 
think that he could afford to fix it. He shared that finding this warranty eventually helped 
him fix the major problem in his car for fee. He said having his window smashed actually 
saved him money. Alex expressed the meaning of this incident: 
It really felt like a turning point for me because, like, something terrible had 
happened [ ], and instead of like letting it derail me, I sort of stayed present and 
things worked out better than, you know, I think that they would have just sort of 
like on their own. 
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He also said that Anne noticed the difference in his reaction, and they talked 
about it afterward. His story represented a concrete example of the radical shift in 
perspective that mindfulness brought for him. 
 Alex felt mindfulness also made a difference in his relationship with Anne and 
“things got, like, a lot better.” Couple communication was a major area of improvement 
where mindfulness “helped us have better conversations.” By “paying more attention to 
the way I was feeling” through mindfulness practice, Alex felt that the MBSR program 
“helped me, um, to come to sort of like a better understanding of my relationship with 
Anne.” Alex shared that “my depression is, uh, manifests itself as me really like closing 
down, withdrawing.” This previous communication style would often lead to withdrawal 
whenever he felt uncomfortable. He stated that his increased ability to identify his 
emotions has helped him to re-engage with Anne and clarify his own needs. Alex said 
that he “started trying to make choices” and that he felt “more comfortable” participating 
in conversations and being more forthright with Anne. Alex’s report of making choices as 
a result of his increased emotional awareness also resembles the process of increased 
differentiation previously described with Ava (Couple 1), Grace (Couple 4), and Jim and 
Samantha (Couple 7). Alex admitted that “we still sometimes don’t communicate in ways 
that are, like, harmonious,” but he felt that their communications have substantially 
improved.  
 Another communication shift that Alex identified was how he now listens to 
Anne. Instead of “putting my worldview on her,” Alex said that he began trying to listen 
mindfully with less reactivity and remember that Anne is a person with her own views. 
Through the MBSR program, he stated that, “I have been able to understand that she 
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doesn’t see things the same way as I do, and to try to listen to what she’s saying, and to 
be just sort of like be there for her.” His efforts to listen from Anne’s perspective and 
shift out of a problem solving reaction sound like the cultivation of empathy, similar to 
Jim’s experience in Couple 7. 
 Alex also described how his efforts to integrate mindfulness into his 
communication style with Anne have led to some disagreements. He felt he was “pretty 
clumsy” at times trying to be more “sensitive” and engaged with Anne. He said, “I might 
notice something and [ ] not really, like, express it in a, in the right way, and I’ve come 
out several times saying things that I think she’s felt like I’m being very critical of her.” 
Anne was used to him withdrawing, and so she likely did not expect him to participate 
more. These disagreements demonstrated that Alex was trying to learn how to 
communicate differently with Anne, but this shift was still actively in negotiation with 
Anne. This difficulty reminded me of some of the challenges that other participants 
experienced trying to apply mindfulness in their relationships. Their partners did not have 
a clear understanding of what they were trying to do, and either did not notice (Jack of 
Couple 5; Leah of Couple 6) or contested the difference (Sophia of Couple 9).  
 A major effect of the MBSR program on Alex’s relationship with Anne was an 
increase in trust. Following through and finally finding a job was very important to Anne, 
while improving their communications with each other was important to Alex. He shared 
their progress: 
I think we’re starting to trust each other more, and I think that that -- I think that 
before mindfulness, I think that she felt like she couldn’t trust me to be a partner, 
and I felt like I couldn’t trust her because I felt like she didn’t, you know, she was 
kind of dismissive of me in a way sometimes. 
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 Part of the mindfulness practice for Alex was paying more attention to his 
relationship with Anne. Through an increased awareness of his feelings and his efforts to 
communicate with Anne differently, he shared that he tried to cultivate acceptance for 
their relationship—“not trying to make it something other than what it is.” Alex 
suggested that this practice of increased awareness and acceptance led to a willingness to 
take new actions in their relationship. 
 Despite the significant changes that Alex described, he expressed humility that his 
mindfulness practice had just begun. As a result of the increased self-awareness, Alex 
reported that mindfulness vividly showed him what he needs to work on. After avoiding 
challenges and isolating for so many years, turning toward his discomfort and facing 
himself in the mindfulness training was not easy. He remarked, “And starting to try to be 
mindful of the world around me was really painful, and really difficult, and still, and it 
remains that way.” Near the end of his interview, he expanded further on this challenging 
process of paying attention to what he previously avoided: 
You know, at the beginning, I told you I thought I would start that program and by 
the end of it I’d be cured, you know. And I think I’ve come to realize that it’s 
really, it’s a struggle, and that I have to keep struggling. Um, and, you know, 
that’s a little bit, it’s a little bit scary. It’s a lot scary, but it’s also okay. I mean 
it’s the way things are and, um, you know, it can be very scary for me, but it can 
also be okay. 
 
 He noted that the mindfulness training has helped him better understand the 
process of “change” and what is actually necessary to change. Like Alice in Couple 5 and 
Jim in Couple 7, Alex said that he is “still finding out” what participating in the MBSR 
program means for his life. Three weeks after completing the MBSR program, Alex was 
still actively trying to integrate and understand the impact of mindfulness on his life. But 
he was adamant about the benefits of the MBSR training so far: “Being in the program 
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has given me the courage to do things, to go out and to, like, actually participate in my 
life.” 
Anne’s Story  
During her individual interview, Anne stated that she was surprised that Alex 
meditated daily and began looking for a job during the MBSR program. When I asked 
Anne about her satisfaction level in the relationship, she put the effects of the MBSR 
program in perspective:  
Um, I would say that it’s pretty high right now. If you had asked me two months 
ago, it would have been a really different answer. And the reason is because he’s 
working now, and that’s a really big thing for me. So, that had actually been a 
really sort of real bone of contention in our relationship for many years that he 
wasn’t working, and me trying to get to understand that it was because, you know, 
of his depression and anxiety and all these things, and still feeling like I loved 
him, but having a value system that, um, makes it hard to accept people who don’t 
work because they’re not contributing. 
 
Anne was struggling to reconcile her family values of a strong work ethic, her 
own needs in their relationship, and an empathic understanding of Alex’s depression. 
When Alex began working during the MBSR program, it greatly improved Anne’s level 
of satisfaction with their relationship. Anne shared that Alex beginning to work also 
made a big difference with her parents, who were critical of him for not working. At the 
conclusion of the couple interview, Anne reiterated that her parents’ improved perception 
of Alex was an important component of what the MBSR program has meant to their 
relationship moving forward.  
Anne echoed Alex’s description of the relationship improving by saying that, 
“trust is increasing because, uh, I guess I think about, I think about it more as reliability, 
to me.” She noticed a difference that he was “actually applying” for jobs “instead of just 
telling me” because “he would get phone calls, he would have interviews, he would be on 
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the phone with people when I was at home.” This behavior was new to Anne and 
reinforced Alex’s assertion that the MBSR training had empowered him to take new 
actions. She confessed to being critical of Alex’s inability to work in the past. Finding a 
job and actually working meant to her that he was “able and willing,“ which she 
disclosed “the entire time I’ve known him, they haven’t gone together.” When she 
believed that the depression was disabling Alex, she had thought of Alex as “willing and 
not able.” When she felt critical that he did not follow through with a job search after he 
said that he would, she thought Alex was “able and not willing.”  
I asked Anne whether she thought the “difficult conversation” about their 
relationship prior to the MBSR program had contributed to Alex taking action. She 
replied that the conversation might have made a difference:  
But then again, having had lots of difficult conversations in the past and not 
seeing results necessarily after them, I think maybe he was able to take the 
emotional information he got from that conversation and actually do something 
about it because he had the tools; whereas, in the past, it would just maybe make 
him feel worse. 
 
Anne’s comments reinforced the “able and willing” description made earlier. She 
viewed the mindfulness training as helping Alex to acquire “the tools” to take actions 
instead of spiraling back into depression. Mindfulness increased the “able” part. Both 
Anne and Alex attributed his obtaining a job to the changes he was able to make through 
the mindfulness training.  
When I asked Anne if she noticed anything during Alex’s MBSR training, she 
said that she “really noticed” how he responded differently when someone broke into his 
car: 
So he just screamed profanity and then was, like, done. Like, he gets road rage 
and gets really angry about things and hold…like, really holds things, like, for a 
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really long time. And he just sort of, like, screamed once and then, like, took care 
of it, and it was—he was fine. [ ] So it was one of those things where I think in the 
past he would have—he’d probably still be angry about it, honestly. 
 
The car window incident was a meaningful “turning point” for Alex, and it also 
stood out for Anne. She remarked that she talked to her sister about it and voiced, “Wow, 
that was different, Alex.” This incident was an example of the development of shared 
meaning in the couple. Alex was the primary person in the car incident, and it held a 
deeper meaning for him as a marker of change. Yet, this event also stood out for Anne as 
a signal that change was occurring for Alex. She brought up the car window incident 
early in her individual interview without any prompting from me. 
Like Alex, Anne also expressed that their communications with each other had 
improved during the MBSR program. Yet she was less clear and specific about how their 
style of communication changed. She felt that she had a better understanding of what was 
happening with Alex since he was expressing himself more. During the couple interview, 
I asked Anne about what Alex described as his “fumbling effort” to be more sensitive. 
She explained, “Well, it was like you were trying to comment on my inner life, and you 
can’t comment on my inner life really because you’re not in there.” Alex’s attempt to 
“pay more attention” and engage more with Alex created some awkwardness and elicited 
defensiveness in Anne. Yet, this difficulty is an example of the couple trying to 
reorganize their way of communicating based on a new input from Alex.  
Couple 9: Dan and Sophia 
Dan’s Story 
Dan described that participating in the MBSR program was “highly beneficial.” 
Although Sophia requested that Dan take the MBSR class, he decided he would fully 
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commit himself when he chose to sign up. Like several other mindfulness graduates, he 
said the first two weeks of the MBSR program were very difficult and he felt 
“apprehensive” and “nervous” that he would not be able to sit still for 40 minutes. 
Sophia’s prior experience taking the MBSR class was very helpful to him during that 
difficult phase. When he reflected back on his observations of Sophia taking the MBSR 
class two years ago, Dan shared:  
There was a little bit less conflict. I think overall she just– her anxiety decreased 
and her stress decreased. So that just made everything just easier with both of us 
in the living environment. So with her being a little bit relaxed and not so 
stressed, it just made things easier. 
 
Dan said recalling the positive effects that he noticed in Sophia helped him to continue in 
the MBSR class.  
About two weeks into the MBSR class, Dan said he became “sold” when he 
began to notice the benefits. He reported that “the biggest benefit was the next day” when 
he felt “more focused” and “everything just, ah, flowed better through my day.” He 
likened the effects of mindfulness practice to drinking coffee, that feeling of “like a little 
bit extra” when he felt more energized. Specifically, he stated that he could face stressful 
situations at work and “just let things roll off your back and deal with it.” In the past, he 
described that the stress would “mount” throughout the day and he would then bring the 
stress home with him. He felt the value of mindfulness practice was the practice of letting 
go and preventing the accumulation of stress throughout the day. He concluded that, “I 
just felt better.” 
During Dan’s MBSR class, the couple practiced mindfulness meditation together 
most evenings after they put their two children to bed. Their shared mindfulness practice 
was unique in the sample. The couple who took the class together (Couple 7) and the two 
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other couples with an intimate partner who had previous mindfulness experience 
(Couples 1 and 11) did not practice mindfulness together because their children were 
older and these couples needed to alternate parenting shifts. Dan estimated that he 
practiced about “75 to 80%” of the assigned at-home formal meditations. He stressed the 
importance of Sophia’s support in practicing mindfulness at home. He said that “she tried 
to stay on me, which was pretty good, on times when I just was like. . . just didn't feel 
like meditating in the evening.” He also shared that he heard other people in his MBSR 
class struggling with their partner’s lack of understanding about needing the time to 
practice. For Dan, meditating with Sophia felt “like it was a connection.” He elaborated 
on what meditating with Sophia meant to him:  
It was a time for us to. . . when I was in the class, on a daily basis, to set a time 
aside where we just did that and felt more connected afterwards. So it was a good 
thing. And it was, like, a time to, like, just focus on that and nothing else. And ah, 
to where it actually became, like, where you would look forward to it. 
 
Devoting a specific time each night to practice mindfulness together led to a 
feeling of increased connection for Dan, an experience that he looked forward to. With 
their full-time jobs and two young children, setting aside time to do “nothing else” and 
meditate together was a marked exception from their usual busy routines. He said he felt 
“just overall relaxed” from the mindfulness practice and he could be more present with 
Sophia.  
During the MBSR course, Dan became more aware of how he would agitate 
Sophia and instigate arguments. He shared that, “I will say things that just annoy Sophia. 
[ ] Like do something that, like a teenage boy would do that their mother would get 
upset.” He noticed during the MBSR training that their conflicts sometimes started 
because “throughout the day I've been annoyed and like, so now I'm like, just like 
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agitated, so I. . . do things to agitate her.” The mindfulness practice increased his 
awareness of the agitation, and he was able to pause more. He described that these 
agitations “haven't been eliminated, but those kind of decreased.” 
 Dan’s attempts to decrease his emotional reactivity during conflict with Sophia 
became a main area of tension in their relationship. Although he thought “our relationship 
was better” as a result of his MBSR training, he admitted that their conflict had increased 
during the MBSR class. At work, Dan used informal mindfulness techniques such as 
awareness of breathing for “taking that time to, like, kind of like settle yourself down, 
and then literally just cutting that emotion off [ ] and moving forward, [ ] dealing with 
what you have to deal with without any emotion involved.” He felt this skill of 
detachment was a positive development, but observed the negative repercussions of 
integrating this practice at home: “When we have conflict, I try and, like. . . take a step 
back and relax from it, or try and, like, take my time to, like, calm myself down. And. . . 
she sees that more as, like, a retreat.” Dan was trying to pause and decrease his level of 
emotional reactivity, while Sophia felt that Dan was withdrawing from her and avoiding 
the issue. 
Dan also noticed how the benefits of the MBSR training decreased if he did not 
practice mindfulness regularly. The couple had a very busy three weeks since he 
completed the MBSR course. They had gone house hunting in the new area where they 
were moving and had not practiced mindfulness as frequently. He confessed, “Because I 
notice now that while we still try and meditate a couple times a week, it doesn't. . . 
[laughs] I get annoyed with her and angry just as quickly as I did before.” Dan felt that 
the benefits of mindfulness were contingent upon “doing it very consistently, almost 
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daily.” Although he experienced the support of an intimate partner who also practiced 
mindfulness, some judgment of Sophia also surfaced: “I think some of the techniques that 
I learned, like it would be helpful for her to, like, reacquaint herself with.” The shared 
experience of mindfulness practice sometimes helped Dan feel more connected to Sophia, 
but he was also critical of her because she was not applying the mindfulness practices as 
effectively as he thought she could.  
Sophia’s Story 
Sophia stated that she “was happy that he was willing to take the class.” She said 
that Dan taking the MBSR class was “an added bonus” for her since she could practice 
with him and his participation “was supportive for the both of us.” Overall, Sophia 
observed some positive changes in Dan during the 8-week MBSR course, but she was 
hoping for even more change in Dan. Specifically, she reported that he “wasn't as intense 
with his reactions of things” and was “a little more even-keeled.” She also expressed how 
his increased calmness affected her: “And then when I was, you know, worrying about 
things, he helped kind of center me a little bit better than he normally does.” With his 
communication, she said that he “thinks a little bit more before he talks.” When I asked 
her about how he agitated her, she said, “I would say as the meditation progressed, it got 
a little bit better.” The common thread in her descriptions is a movement towards positive 
change, but only “a little bit.” Her present feeling of dissatisfaction in the relationship 
tempered her positive evaluations of the effects of Dan’s MBSR training. The progress 
that she noticed in Dan was not significant enough to improve how she felt about the 
relationship. She still felt “like like he's always on me with things” and “critiquing.” 
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Sophia liked how their evening meditation practice together affected Dan for the 
rest of the night, but she was disappointed that the mindfulness practice did not 
substantially carry over into their daytime interactions as a couple. She shared that “the 
thing that I noticed the most, is after we would meditate, he would, like, be more 
affectionate.” During their couple interview, she said to Dan that after they meditate 
together, “I feel like you're more in tune with me on the emotional level.” She also linked 
this attunement and increased affection to Dan being “more in the moment” in contrast to 
“just zoning out” watching television. While she definitely agreed “that he's more 
connected after meditation,” she said it only made “a little bit” of difference during the 
day and was “not as much as I would have hoped.” She only noticed the effects 
immediately after their meditation practice together and not before: “So things are the 
same, but once we meditate, then it's, like. . . he'll be a lot nicer and, you know, he's not 
abrasive and rude.” Sophia’s comments indicated that she was struggling in their 
relationship and she needed to see the effects of their mindfulness practice influence 
much more of their daily interactions with each other. 
 During their couple interview, I asked Sophia for her perceptions about Dan’s 
attempts to pause during their arguments. She listened to Dan’s account of “trying to take 
a step back” and “calm myself down.” In contrast, she then shared her experience that 
“he just kind of just left and made me feel like really angry.” For Sophia, his pausing was 
interpreted as “he didn't care about how I was feeling in the moment.” The difference in 
meaning regarding his action of pausing was striking. How Dan specifically voiced that 
he wanted to pause—the context around practicing mindfulness in the relationship—was 
the critical factor. In the couple interview, Sophia coached him on how he could do it 
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differently in the future: “If you could just tune in to me and look me in the eye and give 
me affection, say, ‘I'd like to talk about this with you later,’ instead of just ignoring me.” 
An effective context for integrating the mindful pause in their relationship could be Dan 
making contact with Sophia and informing her that he wanted to pause on behalf of their 
relationship. 
Like Dan, Sophia stated that the value of the MBSR program was contingent on 
the consistency of mindfulness practice. Since the couple had not practiced as often since 
Dan completed the MBSR program, Sophia had noticed that the positive benefits 
dissipated because he was not practicing regularly. For example, she stated that his 
“agitating” of her had decreased during the program, but had returned to baseline in the 
last three weeks.  
Overall, she stated that “mindfulness is a good strategy” for their relationship 
because it requires daily practice. She felt that a major benefit from Dan’s MBSR 
participation is their practice of meditation together. Mindfulness provided some 
common ground to connect, but Sophia still felt that their relationship needed additional 
help, especially regarding how they communicated with each other.  
Couple 10: Jennifer and Eli 
Jennifer’s Story 
Jennifer stated how the weekly MBSR class motivated her out of “my recliner 
where I spent all my time.” Instead, she took the train weekly into the city for the MBSR 
class. She shared how she “enjoyed the class” and “I didn’t want to end it.” She stated 
that the money that she paid to take the class ($495) was a huge motivation: “Unless I 
was deathly ill, I was going to every session.” She said that her MBSR experience 
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“opened, you know, my eyes up to a whole new way of thinking” and helped her to be “a 
little more patient, you know, afterwards, um, I’m a little calmer.” She also recognized 
that “I’ve always been really hard on myself” and felt “a little less” self-criticism. 
Jennifer reported that she practiced everyday during the MBSR program, but had not 
practiced much since she completed the class. She said that she had been busy trying to 
plan a shower for her sister, suggesting that MBSR graduates can face difficulty 
maintaining a mindfulness practice after the class ends. 
While taking the MBSR class, Jennifer realized that she was not alone in her pain 
and suffering. She shared, “it was nice to know that, like, I had 27 other people sitting in 
a room with me that all had almost the same, you know—they had pain, they had, you 
know, whatever—different pains, but they had pain, and they had anxiety, and they had 
depression, and they all, you know, and they were all there for the exact same reasons, 
you know.” The group helped to normalize her struggles and she expressed that “it was 
much easier for me to open up and talk to these people.” She also liked her female MBSR 
teacher at Jefferson, describing her as “wonderful” and “very down to earth.” Being a 
part of the group and finding support from the MBSR teacher were both important factors 
for Jennifer. 
 Jennifer described a process of “getting back to my old self” and identifying that 
“I’m definitely much better than I was.” This theme of the reclamation of her self was 
prominent during her interview. She shared that she started “doing bedtime” again with 
one of her daughters and also attended some family gatherings. She reflected that Eli was 
“very supportive” of her MBSR participation and that he was happy that she was more 
active. She remarked on the feedback that she received from her mother and Eli: “Both 
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have said that they noticed a change, that I am…a little bit more patient, a little calmer, 
um, not quite as anxious… Still have some anxiety, different things, but I don’t flip out 
right away.”  
With her children, Jennifer had often retreated because of migraines and chronic 
pain. She started to employ the awareness of breathing practice during interactions with 
her children. She described that “I could just, like, close my eyes and just breathe for, 
like, more than three breaths” and how this practice would help “to just bring me back to, 
you know, the moment.” This integration of the awareness of breathing practice provided 
Jennifer with the possibility of staying engaged with her children instead of retreating. 
She also shared a story of teaching her 4 year old daughter the awareness of breathing 
practice: “So at night when, you know, she’s wound up in bed, you know, and I lay with 
her, [ ] I say, ‘We’re going to breathe because we need to calm down.’” She later 
observed her 4 year old daughter teaching the awareness of breathing practice to her 2 
year old daughter. 
Reflecting on these positive developments and her increased activity over the last 
8 weeks, Jennifer credited both the MBSR program and a new anti-depressant 
medication. She had been taking psychotropic medication previously and had 
experienced a plateau effect. Jennifer was unsure when her psychiatrist adjusted her anti-
depressant medication, but her pain medication and migraine medication remained 
consistent during the 8-week class. The MBSR program has empirical evidence for 
decreasing chronic pain, but Jennifer reported that she did not feel any relief from the 
pain. Although she reported feeling “more relaxed” and “a little more patient,” she did 
not feel that the MBSR training significantly affected her relationship because “I still had 
427 
all my medical issues.” Jennifer might make an attribution of relationship improvement if 
her migraines and back pain decreased. Although she cited benefits and provided 
examples, she felt that her MBSR training made “maybe a slight, slight” difference for 
Eli, because “still everything, so much falls on him.” 
Eli’s Story 
Eli shared some specific observations about the positive effects of the MBSR 
training. Overall, he stated, “I think it's definitely helped. It's brought her back.” Similar 
to Jennifer’s reclamation of self theme, Eli repeatedly stated how the MBSR program 
helped to “bring her back.” He felt that the key was that “she had a focus.” He expressed 
that the changes were “gradual” and began to manifest as she implemented the new skills 
that she was learning in the class. Like Jennifer, Eli also noted that Jennifer was now 
helping their daughters go to bed, coming upstairs more, and also helping with dinner 
preparations. As a result, he shared that “sometimes we can split off—I take one kid, she 
takes the other,” which was a new development.  
Before the program, Eli stated that Jennifer did not have an effective way of 
dealing with stress. Because of her chronic pain, he said that she would walk away when 
she felt stressed, go into their bedroom, and close the door. He noted that since she began 
the course: “She doesn't run away as much. I see her stopping, taking the deep breaths.” 
He noticed that she was “more confident” staying engaged with their daughters. He said 
that “she knew she could handle the situation a little better now” and that “she wasn’t 
afraid to be involved.” Jennifer appeared to be using mindfulness to not run away, to stay 
present with her reactivity, and to continue engaging with her daughters. He also liked 
how Jennifer taught the awareness of breathing practice to their oldest daughter, who then 
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tried to teach it to their youngest daughter when she cried. For Eli, seeing Jennifer 
helping their daughters to calm down was new.  
Providing more examples of increased confidence, Eli reported that Jennifer also 
began driving again during the MBSR program. He said that Jennifer’s mother had been 
taking her on the 5-minute drive to the train station for each MBSR class. When her 
mother was ill during the seventh week of the class, Jennifer drove herself to the train 
station. He said that she now picks up their daughters from school sometimes, which 
eases his burden. Additionally, Eli reported how Jennifer responded during their recent 
car accident. He observed that “she didn’t panic” and “she took charge.” In a poignant 
moment during his interview, he shared: “That's the kind of person I know she can be. [ ] 
Unfortunately it took a car accident to bring it out. But to see that she can do it, I know 
she can and that's what I like to see.” Eli felt that the MBSR training had activated a 
dormant and important part of Jennifer’s personality. 
Eli was also happy that Jennifer was attending family outings again. In addition to 
their relatives taking note, he said that their eldest daughter also noticed that Jennifer was 
more engaged. When Jennifer joined them to go grocery shopping, Eli recounted that 
their oldest daughter exclaimed, “Wait, Mommy’s coming with us? Mommy’s getting 
dressed?” 
I asked Eli if Jennifer’s improvements made a difference for him. He shared, “I 
don’t think it made a huge difference. [ ] It made a difference that it brought her back into 
life.” When I asked Eli to further clarify how Jennifer’s MBSR participation affected 
him, he said that although she is no longer retreating to the recliner or to their bedroom, 
“There’s still a ways to go.” This clarification helped me to understand that Eli yearned 
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for more significant improvement. Jennifer was now moving in a positive direction, but 
their family life had deteriorated so profoundly because of her ongoing medical issues. 
During their couple interview, Jennifer was “very surprised” to learn that Eli had noticed 
so many positive changes from her MBSR participation. To help her understand, he told 
her, “You're a lot more engaged than you were before. You don't stay in your bedroom. [ 
] And the girls see it too. Yeah, they have their mom out here with them.”  
Couple 11: Andrew and Lydia 
Andrew’s Story 
Andrew initially did not think he was going to take the MBSR course. He felt that 
his stress was not high enough to warrant signing up for a stress reduction class. He was 
curious, however, because he noticed that Lydia was “more present and more focused 
and more content” after her MBSR participation. He also noticed that their frequent 
stressful discussions about roles and family scheduling “have taken a more positive 
direction [ ] beginning with the time that she was in the mindfulness program.” Their 
friend of the family’s interest in taking the MBSR course encouraged him to make the 
decision to try it. 
 Andrew stated that the MBSR program was “a very good experience” that he 
“enjoyed.” He said the course “seemed to, to give tools and ways of, um, doing things 
that intuitively I knew, uh, is part of a healthy life.” He liked that mindfulness practice 
was not “presented as some mysterious technique. It was more, uh, a recognition that, 
you know, a healthy lifestyle involves some time, uh, to quiet ourselves down and to, uh, 
give ourselves a moment to breathe and to, to relax.” The philosophy of mindfulness 
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intuitively resonated with living a healthy lifestyle, and the mindfulness practices gave 
him “some ways to help me do it.” 
Andrew reported practicing the formal mindfulness exercises at home about 50% 
of the time. Consistent formal practice was difficult for him, but he practiced the brief, 
informal mindfulness exercises daily. Perhaps because of his academic background, 
Andrew sometimes privileged doing the optional readings in the Jon Kabat-Zinn book 
over practice. Andrew stated that he liked his female Penn MBSR teacher “very much” 
because she was “encouraging” and “put a lot of the responsibility on each of us who 
were in the class to, to use it, and to think about it, and to practice it in a way that made 
sense for us.”  
 Andrew consistently expressed how his ability to be present affected his 
relationships, with both himself and “the most intense relationships” with his wife and 
family. Responding to a question asking for his definition of mindfulness, Andrew said, 
“Mindfulness is only partly about meditation and about the stopping and closing my eyes 
and focusing on my breath. [ ] Mindfulness is really more about being present and paying 
attention to myself and to, to other people.” Andrew noticed some relational effects of his 
MBSR training because he could see how his quality of presence in any given moment 
affected the quality of his relationships. 
Specifically, Andrew said becoming aware of the physical sensations associated 
with his emotions was beneficial for his marriage. He explained that the mindfulness 
practice was “not just being mindful of emotions, but, but being attentive to the physical 
way that emotions affect us.” Andrew described this connection:  
It was a really helpful way to think about, um, uh, the emotions that, that affect 
the way I interact with the, the people I care about. Um, because there, there is a 
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real physical feeling that comes from being angry, from being stressed, from 
feeling disrespected, from, uh, feeling unappreciated. And, um, it all makes 
perfect sense, but I never had really thought about that connection between the 
physical sensation of, uh, of different emotions and, and the emotions themselves. 
 
Connecting his emotions with his body also helped Andrew to better connect in 
his relationships. As a result, he now felt like he could understand and communicate 
better with Lydia, who believes that recognizing and understanding emotions is 
important. Andrew said this connection between emotions and body sensations “has 
helped, um, me have a better appreciation of, of my own emotions and Lydia’s emotions 
and paying attention to, to how those, um, sometimes, uh, fit together really well and how 
sometimes they collide, you know.” Andrew’s MBSR training seemed to help him speak 
more fluently in Lydia’s emotional language. 
 With this increased awareness of his emotions, Andrew began to notice how 
strong emotions influenced his interactions with Lydia. He said, “Since starting to take 
the course, there have been some, some conversations that Lydia and I have had that 
longstanding patterns have been, maybe not broken, but, but, but changed at bit.” He 
described how they have “patterns of conversations that have repeated themselves,” 
especially when they are discussing more charged topics. He shared how they still “fall 
into some old behaviors and some old patterns,” but the qualitative difference for Andrew 
is that “I’m more aware that that’s happening.” 
 This increased awareness during negative habitual interactions offered the 
possibility for a new range of choices for Andrew. He described this process in his 
marriage: 
 I think there have been times that I’ve been able to, you know, take a deep breath 
and, you know—I even think of the stop, breathe, and be. [ ] And I’ve been able to 
identify, to understand that, that the, the, the reactions, um, that, uh, that follow a 
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pattern, that they’re happening. And I, I, I’ve been able to, to step back a little bit 
and not be such a, such a slave to those, those automatic reactions. Um, so what 
that means is sometimes conversations that in the past would have quickly 
spiraled into a, an argument, um, haven’t been so intense. That, you know, I’ve 
noticed the anger or the sadness or the tension creeping in, but, but I’ve been 
more aware of it. I’ve been more attentive to, you know, the physical side of the 
emotions and the mental side of those emotions, and we’ve been able to, to 
change the conversation a bit, not in every case, you know. 
 
By bringing a new awareness to the momentum of his emotions, Andrew has 
sometimes paused and calmed himself during heated interactions with Lydia. Rather than 
following the “automatic reaction” that can devolve into an argument, the presence of this 
increased awareness offered the power to change the conversation. He recognized these 
relationship changes as modest and inconsistent, yet important nonetheless. Describing 
specific points in his process of change, Andrew identified the value of both awareness of 
his emotions and then the ability to make new responses when emotional reactivity 
strongly pulled him into old, destructive habits. 
 Also related to the development of change, Andrew spoke about an increased 
humility from the MBSR training. Andrew shared that: 
I felt like really tense, uh, really hard interactions were avoided or softened 
because I was keeping the mindfulness idea in mind. And other times, I felt like I 
didn’t succeed in that, particularly an incident with my daughter where it was 
only in retrospect I thought, ‘Boy, I wish I had used those mindfulness techniques 
a little better.’ 
 
Andrew understood how powerful habitual patterns could be, but he also 
recognized how mindfulness could be the antidote during these challenging exchanges. 
For example, Andrew said, “Taking the class made me realize that, uh, in some of, uh, 
the difficult times that Lydia and I have had in our marriage, part of it has been not, not 
being mindful about our, our relationship, not being as attentive to, to Lydia and 
sometimes as attentive to myself and what I’m feeling and experiencing in the 
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relationship.” Andrew identified that difficult times in his relationship were often 
correlated to mindfulness—the quality of attention that he was bringing to the 
relationship. He noticed that his attentiveness to both his internal experience and to Lydia 
defined the quality of their relationship. 
Overall, Andrew felt that the MBSR training “will have a, a long-term impact on 
our marriage and the way I interact with other people.” He clarified the relational effects 
of the mindfulness program:  
I don’t think that our relationship has totally changed because of having taken the 
mindfulness course. [ ] But I think the course has, has, uh, given me new ways to 
think about how I can, uh, be, be more attentive, be more focused, be more, uh, 
aware of, uh, the importance of, uh, our love for each other. 
 
His reflections suggest the significant and meaningful change that mindfulness 
can bring to the existing structure of an intimate relationship. He states that it did not 
transform their relationship, but mindfulness gave him new tools and a new perspective 
to respond differently within his relationship. 
Lydia’s Story 
Lydia observed that Andrew was “carrying a lot” and thought the MBSR course 
would be “an opportunity [ ] to make it easier on yourself.” When referring Andrew to 
the class, she said, “I felt like I do better if I’m subtle about it”—compared to making an 
ultimatum. Because the MBSR course was helpful for her, she thought it might also be 
helpful for Andrew. She shared that she took the MBSR class for herself, but she was 
grateful that Andrew later decided to take it as well. 
Although Lydia felt that the MBSR program was very helpful, she said her 
positive results are “a little confounding” because taking the MBSR class was part of a 
larger effort to care for herself. She described being in “a trough” of depression in the 
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fall. She began taking antidepressant medication in the fall, signed up to take the MBSR 
class in January, and also began taking a yoga training in the spring. She made a 
commitment to develop herself in accordance with her values. She said, “I’m not sure 
whether to attribute it fully to the [MBSR] course or to my taking care of myself in 
multiple ways.” Mindfulness was just one component, but she said she “did really enjoy 
the class” and reported that it “added” to her recovery. 
During the two months Andrew took the MBSR class, Lydia said they had some 
“challenging months” with their adolescent daughter. Lydia felt that these difficulties 
“might have been less rocky because of the class.” She reported the Andrew’s MBSR 
participation “added a dimension to our, to our relationship” and gave them “sort of a 
common language.” Because of their joint exposure to mindfulness training, she said they 
could “just slow down” or be “a little more discerning” when they argued. She clarified 
that “it hasn’t taken away any of the arguing,” but their mindfulness practice helped them 
pause and be more intentional about their communications during a stressful period.  
In marked contrast to Couple 9—Dan and Sophia who also both took the MBSR 
class—Lydia told a story during their couple interview how Andrew successfully took a 
timeout to slow down an argument. Lydia provided the details of the interaction: 
Like when, when you were in Sacramento and we had that walk that we both 
wanted to take, but it went off on a, started off on kind of a sour note and then you 
said, ‘I’m just going to sit here and take my breath.’ And, um, you know, initially 
it was, ‘Let’s take separate walks.’ And then instead it became, uh, doing a bit of 
walking together and then you said, ‘I need to slow down. I’m going to take some 
breaths.’ And I could completely get that because we’ve both taken the class; 
whereas, I might have felt, you know, like that’s kind of weird or, you know, he 
doesn’t want to be part of my life, you know, or shut out in some way, um, if we 
hadn’t taken the class. I think, you know, it just really helped me understand it 
and that was, you know, that was a time when I felt like it brought us back in line 
with each other without having to hash through a bunch of stuff. 
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Lydia described above how she understood why he was “going to take some 
breaths” because she herself had taken the MBSR class. She said that may have felt “shut 
out in some way” if she did not also experience the context of the MBSR class. As a 
result, the couple navigated some difficult territory without further escalation.  
Couple 12: Lucas and Cameron 
Lucas’ Story 
Lucas described themes of self-acceptance resulting from his MBSR participation. 
For example, he said “I was able to get a whole lot out of my experience” in the MBSR 
program “when I stopped judging myself and judging what I thought the experience 
would be.” He discussed how he had criticized his appearance and also judged that he 
should be over his anger about Cameron’s infidelity. His shift from self-criticism hinged 
upon integrating the mindfulness practice of “just looking at myself free of judgment” 
into his everyday life. He attributed the benefits of his MBSR training to this attitude of 
self-acceptance: “I allow myself to be me instead of striving to be something I’ll never 
be.” When I asked him to reflect on the meaning of his MBSR participation, he said, 
“What it has meant to me, um, after everything that’s happened, is that I feel more at ease 
with myself and all parts of myself. [ ] I don’t ruminate so much and I’m much kinder to 
myself.” Attending to himself with nonjudgment during mindfulness practice appeared to 
generate a shift in his relationship with himself from self-criticism to self-acceptance. 
Lucas spoke above of “ease,” being “kinder to myself,” and an integration of “all parts of 
myself.”  
Like several other MBSR participants in the study, Lucas also stated that the 
beginning of the MBSR class was challenging. He initially struggled with mindfulness 
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practice and “buying in” to the philosophy of mindfulness. Lucas said he “cheated” and 
did not do most of the longer formal mindfulness practices. Instead, he practiced the 
informal mindfulness practices frequently, adding up to about 20 minutes dispersed over 
the course of the day. He enjoyed the supportive atmosphere of the group and said, 
“getting encouragement from other people in my class was really cool.” One challenge 
was that Lucas did not like his male MBSR instructor and “felt as though he talked a lot 
over people and didn’t give [ ] members of this class the opportunity to explain 
themselves fully, but instead would give advice based on some explanation that he had 
truncated by interrupting.” His required attendance to obtain continuing education hours 
seemed to help Lucas persist through the early challenges and his dislike of the MBSR 
teacher. 
Lucas shared more about his religious background than any other participant in 
the study. He stated that he “learned a different way to meditate” that complemented his 
Catholic prayer of focusing on positive thoughts. When I asked him to describe his 
contrasting experience of the mindfulness and prayer practices, he said, “The difference 
is when I use mindfulness to meditate, I feel as though I’ve slowed myself down. When I 
use prayer to meditate, I’m still going at the same speed.” As a result, he felt the 
mindfulness practice “helps a lot with anxiety” and gave him “a type of peaceful that I 
did not get from prayer.”  
Lucas reported that the MBSR training helped him manage his anger “a whole lot 
better.” The ability to pause and the increased awareness of his emotions were the main 
benefits that Lucas cited. He said the mindfulness “allowed me to take a break, um, and 
to recognize, uh, triggers for this, uh, sort of emotional surge, um, and to try to redirect 
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myself in order that this emotional surge didn’t lead to violence or something worse.” 
Lucas articulated the difference between the acceptance-based strategy of mindfulness 
and a more traditional change-focused strategy. He described that prior to the MBSR 
class, “I had been trying to change, but the main way I had been trying to change it was 
to eliminate angry violent outbursts.” He shared how hard he had worked to 
unsuccessfully remove his anger. Lucas then shared the effects of the MBSR training, 
“Because I was more aware of what I was feeling, how I was feeling, and what I was 
saying and how I was saying it, I was able to identify and avoid triggers for losing 
control.” In the above description, Lucas articulated how two acceptance-based strategies 
from mindfulness practice—1) turning toward his emotions through increased self-
awareness and 2) accepting his anger instead of trying to remove it—actually provided 
him the ability to change his destructive behavior. 
In his intimate relationship, Lucas described how his increased feeling of peace 
helped him be less critical and resentful of Cameron. Lucas had identified his lashing out 
at Cameron as a major problem, and he said, “I was much more mindful of how I spoke 
to Cameron,” Additionally, he expressed how the shift in his relationship with himself 
affected his intimate relationship: “Being gentle and loving with myself and creating the 
space in which I can include Cameron. [ ] It’s sort of, uh, a marker in the journey of our 
relationship together and our journey of growing closer.” Lucas’ increased self-
acceptance created more space in the relationship for Cameron. This inclusion and 
increased connection that Lucas described could be interpreted as the expansion of self-
acceptance to the acceptance of Cameron as well. 
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Lucas shared a lot about the MBSR class with Cameron and felt very supported 
by him. He reported that Cameron had also observed shifts in him and complimented 
him. Besides Couple 7 who took the MBSR class together, the other couples in this study 
had not directly and openly shared as much with each other prior to their interviews. A 
major variable in the couple’s high level of sharing could be that Cameron was engaged 
in a parallel path of growth. Cameron participated in a 17-day activism training intensive 
during the latter half of Lucas’ MBSR class. Lucas expressed how their shared 
experiences benefitted their relationship: 
What mindfulness did for me, [ ] it allowed me to connect with myself, to be more 
honest with myself about what was happening, um, to, um, appreciate things that 
were happening currently instead of remembering things that happened in the 
past or worrying about things that might not ever happen. Being in a group and 
having an experience being part of a group made Cameron really consider what 
was happening inside of him and how he processed information around him. And 
he arrived at many of the same conclusions through a completely different means. 
 
Lucas felt he and Cameron were able to connect more deeply because each felt 
more open and appreciative through their respective trainings. During their couple 
interview, Lucas thanked Cameron for his support and for “allowing me to feel 
comfortable being open by being open yourself—because I know initially for me it was 
very scary.” Therefore, Cameron’s own path of growth was a key ingredient to the 
relational benefits of Lucas’ MBSR training. 
Cameron’s Story 
During his intimate partner interview, Cameron specifically and accurately 
described the different reasons that Lucas took the MBSR class: anger management, 
anxiety, his work paid for it, and finding a different perspective. These details 
demonstrated the level of congruence in this couple and how their daily sharing with each 
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other positively contributed to their relationship. Cameron understood that Lucas taking 
the MBSR class was “completely out of his norm,” and he doubted whether Lucas would 
fully commit to the class. Cameron said it was “really special” that Lucas “invested as 
fully as he could” in the MBSR class. 
Cameron echoed many of the benefits that Lucas shared in his individual 
interview. Cameron “saw a difference” in Lucas, reporting that he was “much more 
calm” and “much happier with himself.” These external observations from Cameron 
strongly correlate with the internal shift that Lucas described. Overall, Cameron stated 
the MBSR program was “empowering” for Lucas, because “he has tools that he can use 
to start to tackle some of his anxiety without the use of, say, medication.”  
As described above, Cameron also emphasized the importance of his activism 
training for the couple’s relationship. Cameron described his training as “a parallel 
experience” although “the language was different.” Like the four couples in the study 
who featured intimate partners with mindfulness experience, Lucas and Cameron felt 
they were able to develop a shared language through Cameron’s activism training. 
Cameron reiterated the value of Lucas’ willingness to be open and vulnerable with him in 
their relationship as a result of Lucas’ MBSR training. Cameron felt that Lucas’ MBSR 
participation was “important” because it created “a place that, uh, work can continue to 
be built from.” The meaning for Cameron was that MBSR training created a foundation 
for them to pursue more relationship work together. Cameron stated that being an 
intimate partner while Lucas participated in the MBSR program was “a unique and 
special experience.” He also made a recommendation to other intimate partners of MBSR 
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participants “to be willing to go on that journey with your partner and not thinking that 
they’re on this journey by themselves.”  
Cameron also identified that anger and communication had improved during 
Lucas’ MBSR participation. He felt like “where the violence came from” was Lucas’ fear 
and anxiety, and that the MBSR training effectively addressed the “root” of the anger. 
Cameron said, “In terms of anger since, there’s much less [ ] and he figures out, like 
when he’s angry. [ ] He can accept an argument and not necessarily coming to a place of 
complete closure without having to argue it out even more.” In the above description, 
Cameron observed Lucas’ increased awareness of his anger and the increased ability to 
accept their differences. This acceptance created a different experience in their 
relationship for Cameron. He described that Lucas was “making more room for me.” 
Cameron further elaborated, “He also made more room for himself, though, I feel. Like 
when I talked about him being more gentle to himself, like, it felt like it was coming from 
the same place.” Similar to Lucas, Cameron also felt that the gentleness and self-
acceptance that Lucas developed transferred to their relationship. The acceptance that 
Cameron felt from Lucas “was coming from the same place” as the self-acceptance he 
observed in Lucas.  
 Cameron also described a deepening of their connection during Lucas’ MBSR 
participation. Cameron experienced “much more of an ease in terms of bringing up 
topics” and observed that “we can let go of that tension much more easily and listen to 
each other much more.” With this increased ease and safety in their relationship, 
Cameron said, “we were able to move past our, um, backup conversation” about their 
pets and talk about “what was going on with us on a deeper level.” Cameron emphasized 
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that tension still exists in their relationship, but he said, “I feel like we both are in a place 
where now we’re much more willing to actually hear out the other person.” 
Cameron started meditating daily on his own after Lucas took the MBSR class. 
He had a conversation with his therapist and also used techniques that he learned from 
theater training. Cameron reported Lucas did offer to share his MBSR materials, but only 
after Cameron expressed interest first. Cameron stated he had his own interest in pursuing 
meditation and spirituality from his own life experiences. But he said his decision to 
meditate was partly influenced by Lucas’ MBSR participation. 
Cameron noticed that the positive effects of MBSR continued to carry over into 
their relationship through the first month following Lucas’ MBSR training. He said that 
the positive effects have diminished in the last 3 months, but he did not believe their 
relationship returned to baseline. Cameron used a rubber band analogy to illustrate the 
effects. As a result of the stretching, the rubber band has changed shape and cannot return 
to its original form. He felt that their relationship had changed through their mutual 
growth. Cameron’s description can be interpreted as a statement of second-order change 
in their relationship, keeping in context the contributions and interaction of Cameron’s 
activism training occurring during the same period as Lucas’ MBSR training.  
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APPENDIX K: SAMPLE ORIENTATION LETTER TO FAMILY 
 
 
 
Dear Intimate Partner, Family Member, or Interested Friend, 
 
You are close to a special someone who has just signed up for an 8-week Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program. The purpose of this letter is to orient you to 
the commitment that your loved one has made so that you may encourage them along the 
way. It hopefully answers important questions brought up by the family members of 
previous MBSR participants, such as: “What is going on?” and “Why is my loved one 
disappearing for 45 minutes every day, wearing headphones, and looking like he/she is 
not doing anything?” 
 
First, the MBSR program is an empirically validated training offered by major hospitals 
and clinics all around the world. The program teaches people how to lower their stress 
levels and increase their wellbeing through the practice of mindfulness—a simple 
meditation practice of paying attention to the present moment. It’s not religious, doesn’t 
require a specific belief system, and also doesn’t negate any belief system that your loved 
one might have. People sign up for the MBSR program to help with all sorts of different 
kinds of stress. The developer of MBSR, Jon Kabat-Zinn, has written a few bestselling 
books if you are curious to learn more on your own. 
 
A critical part of the MBSR program is the investment of time and effort outside of 
classes. We ask participants to practice mindfulness at home for 45 minutes per day using 
a compact disc of audio meditations. This commitment to daily mindfulness practice is 
difficult, but research studies suggest that consistently doing the practices improves the 
likelihood of positive change. Recent brain studies using fMRI technology have showed 
that the brains of MBSR participants make significant, positive changes after only 8 
weeks of practice. 
 
How you can help your loved ones: 
• Support your loved ones in attending the 8 weekly classes as well as the all-day 
retreat between Classes 6 and 7. The classes provide the core foundation of 
experience for practice at home. 
• Encourage your loved ones to practice at home every day. Help them make at-home 
practice a priority for the next 8 weeks, so you can both see if it helps. If you have 
children, planning quiet time for your loved ones is definitely not easy. Talking about 
the best times and places to practice at home might be very helpful for everyone in 
the family. 
• No mindfulness practice is required from you. If you are genuinely interested, you are 
welcome to practice the audio meditations with your loved ones. You should never 
feel pressured to practice mindfulness.  
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• Be open that your loved ones are having a new experience and that the first few 
weeks of the MBSR program can be challenging. If possible, offer some support early 
on that they keep trying it. You can borrow the inspiring Nike slogan and encourage 
them to “just do it.” 
• Your loved ones may also practice some informal mindfulness practices at home, 
which typically means pausing briefly during the day and paying attention to the 
present moment while engaging in everyday activities like washing the dishes or 
walking. Some MBSR participants have also tried to practice mindful listening with 
their family members too. Feel free to tell your loved ones if you notice them 
practicing during the day. 
• Talk with your loved ones about their experience and get them sharing about what 
they are learning. Everything that happens in the MBSR group is confidential, but 
your loved ones can share about their own experience as well as some group 
experiences as long as they do not share any specific identifying information about 
anyone else in the group. Talking with your loved ones about their MBSR training 
can help to make it a shared experience. 
• Notice and mention any changes that you see in your loved one. This may help 
motivate them to continue practicing. Research has suggested that your support can 
make a difference if feedback is delivered with kindness and respect. 
• Most importantly, just give it 8 weeks and see what happens. 
 
Thank you for any support and encouragement that you can offer your loved ones. If you 
have absolutely any questions, please do not hesitate to email me: 
bob.j.gillespie@gmail.com 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Bob Gillespie 
MBSR Instructor 
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